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Abstract

The general aim of this paper is to review structural factors in Japan�s domestic and

international context that are driving changes in Japan�s civil society. The opening up of the

Japanese market and the globalization of the world economy, the information revolution and

technology development, and legislative changes are some of the structural factors driving the

changes. Finally we will se how two legislative changes, information disclosure as well as the

NPO law are affecting Japanese foreign aid policy.
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�Frequent depictions of the 1990s as a lost decade for Japanese Society in light of political
and economic stagnation and dead-end reform has failed to take into account significant
changes witnessed during this period in term of development of civic action and social
movements. It is the author�s hypothesis that since the burst of the bubble economy Japan has
been experiencing a transition from bureaucratic-led corporate centred society to civil society
in which autonomous civic actions play a leading role.�1

It is now more than 50 years since Japan adopted it�s present constitution and became

a democratic country with all the civil rights connected to that: freedom of speech, right to

vote, equality between men and women etc. The bureaucracy that used to be people especially

appointed by the emperor were renamed public servants, although they still kept a

considerable amount of their prestige an authority. Economic growth and prosperity was the

goal of the nation. The administrative guidance issued by MITI (now METI) had considerable

influence over industry and cooperate development in Japan. Bureaucracy and industry

worked in close cooperation and Tokyo, where the parliament was located, was definitely the

centre of decision making. The Japanese people went to vote, although there was not a very

vivid political discussion going on. There was opposition to government policy, sometimes a

violent one by labour unions and protesters on specific issues such as the US-Japan Security

Treaty and building of Narita airport or by extremists like the Red Army. Japan remained a

rather hierarchical society and there was not that much interaction between the central or local

government and various civilian actors. As will be explained bellow this is now changing,

however, with various local governments as well as civilian actors taking greater part in the

development of the Japanese society as well as the formulation of Japanese policy towards the

surrounding world.
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The general aim of this paper is to review structural factors in Japan�s domestic and

international context that are driving changes in Japan�s civil society. The opening up of the

Japanese market and the globalization of the world economy, the information revolution and

technology development, and legislative changes are some of the structural factors driving the

changes. Finally we will se how two legislative changes, information disclosure as well as the

NPO law are affecting Japanese foreign aid policy.

The opening up of the Japanese market and the globalisation of the world

economy

The Japanese model for economic growth was export driven with a considerable

amount of guidance from the state. It�s own industries were allowed to grow in a protected

environment at home before they were strong enough to go out and compete on the world

market. As labor cost were rising and environmental protection increased in Japan, some low

skill production and dirty industries were out sourced to other countries in Asia already in the

1970s. Complaints of the huge Japanese trade surplus especially with the USA also led to

outsourcing of production. After the Plaza agreement in 1985 the value of the yen increased

rapidly and this was followed by new booms Japanese FDI (Foreign Direct Investment) and

what has been commonly labeled the hollowing out of the Japanese industry. Competition on

the world market got tougher and the Japanese companies started tying up with foreign ones

to stay competitive. During the 1990s the Japanese market also opened up and foreign

companies entered both alone or in joint venture with Japanese partners. Few would have

imagined ten years ago that Nissan, one of Japans main car makers would get a foreign

president. This was unheard of but today Mr Carlos Ghosn, president and CEO is one of

Japan�s most famous industrial leaders.
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Most of the trade with Japan used to be done through a few big General Trading Houses that

were connected with the various Japanese business groups (keiretsu). As late as 1990, 75 per

cent of imports and 45 per cent of exports were controlled by six companies.2 Under such

conditions it was relatively easy for politicians, the bureaucracy as well as the companies

concerned to meet and take decision on how trade should be conducted. With the

globalization of the economy this is quickly changing and today most of the Japanese

companies deal directly with their customers abroad. Many of them have established

production in other countries or have tie ups with companies there. In this sense the situation

has become much more complex and difficult for the bureaucracy to control.

It is not only the economy that has become globalized, this development has also extended to

other areas of the Japanese society. Today people travel and are more informed about what is

happening in other parts of the world.

The information revolution and the technology development

The growing numbers of computers and the development of the internet have helped spread

information between civilian actors in Japan as well as between Japan and the surrounding

world. Nowadays you can e-mail your local politician or even the Prime Minister of Japan to

tell him your opinion and especially with Koizumi the Japanese people have started to do so.

You can join different discussion groups, spread information or ideas to others etc. Japanese

civil groups exchange information with foreign sources and are up dated with knowledge of

international trends. They can search for information themselves and are not limited to

domestic sources or the information that state or local governments are providing.

Information disclosure
There has been radical changes in the field of information disclosure in Japan during the last

two decades. Citizens did not use to have any rights to information at all. It was up to local or
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governmental officials what information they wanted to provide. That was why groups of

citizens helping patients that had become sick or even died from certain medicine could not

even get information on what tests had been done and on what grounds the medicine had been

approved by Japanese authorities. They had no legal right to such knowledge.

Information disclosure ordinances started at the local level with the governor of Kanagawa

prefecture legislating Japan�s first freedom of information stature in 1982. It was going to be a

slow process however before all prefectures and big cities had enacted similar legislation. In

1989 only 60 per cent had, but around 1999 even the hold out governments had. 3

These local statutes allow residents of a municipality or prefecture to request documents in

the possession of local governments. The governments can hand the documents out or

withhold them, completely or in part, if they would infringe on privacy of individuals or

would compromise the local government position in negotiations. Requesters who are

dissatisfied can appeal to a review panel (appointed by the major or the governor) or they can

take their case directly to the district court. Review panels have generally ruled in favour of

the requesters. Some people are anyway taken their requests to the district court either after

they are turned down by the review panels or in some cases directly after not receiving the

information they are requesting. What came as a surprise to the local governments however

are that the courts are generally interpreting information disclosure ordinances in favour of

plaintiffs rather than the government. This has not been the case in other administrative

lawsuits. Usually the plaintiffs have been winning in less than 10 per cent of administrative

lawsuits, on information disclosure they are now successful in 50 per cent of the cases.4

Some Japanese citizens have been very eager to use this new right that they have acquired and

they have been helped in this by another new institution the Citizen Ombudsman that is to

help Japanese citizens in dealing with the bureaucracy. One example of this the increase in

taxpayers suits.
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Since 1948 Japan has a taxpayer suit in which residents can sue local officials to force them to

pay back illegally spent public money to the local treasure. This has rarely been used before.

With the information disclosure however a cadre of activists dedicated to litigation as an

accountability strategy was created and the activists were successful in gaining the evidence

needed to prosecute.

The Citizen Ombudsman Network which links groups throughout Japan has organized

coordinated disclosure request campaigns about falsified business trips, bureaucrats wining

and dining bureaucrats, unaccountable granting of subsidies to auxiliary organizations etc.

This has had a nationwide effect  in terms of bringing about change and improvement in local

government. It has also changed the caseload at the district courts where information

disclosure and taxpayers suits constitute more than 25 per cent of the cases dealing with

appeals to administrative action up from 12 per cent in 1990.5

In 1999 a National Information Disclosure Act was past after nearly two decades of activity

to get one in place.6

The NPO Law

The relationship between the nonprofit sector in Japan and the government has been

characterized as a patron-client relationship that casts the nonprofit sector in a junior role

under close supervision of the relevant ministries. According to Japan�s civil code of 1896 the

right to grant permission for the creation of a registered nonprofit organization rested with

�the competent authorities� that is the national or prefecture ministry that handled the area of

activity in which the nonprofit planed to engage. There were extremely burdensome legal and

extralegal requirements for getting official recognition, intense bureaucratic involvement and

oversight once established and obscure rules and too little transparency which provided

discretional power to government officials. The attitude among government official towards
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nonprofit organizations was that they were basically subsidiaries of government institutions if

not outright extension agencies for state policy.7  This made a number of nongovernmental

organizations reluctant to seek formal approval and co-operation with the government.

Without legal status they often remained weak.

Since the implementation of the Law to Promote Specified Nonprofit Activities (the so called

NPO law) in December 1998 it has become much easier for nonprofit organizations to

achieve legal status and Japans nonprofit sector is now experiencing a NPO boom. More than

6 000 groups have been certified nationwide and there are around 1000 new ones applying

every six months.

A preferential tax system which allows tax deduction for individuals and corporations who

give charitable donations to NPOs approved by the National Tax administration was also

introduced last year. But to qualify an NPO must collect at least one-third of its total revenues

from donations and this is still very hard in Japan. In fact only two organizations managed (as

of March 2002) and that is why the Coalition for Legislation to Support Citizens

Organizations are advocating for further improvements of the rules for tax deduction.8

Anyway, the NPO-law has led to a considerable increase of nonprofit activities in a number of

different areas from restoration of old buildings, improving the environment in commercial

district to running theaters and providing various forms of aid to citizens both at home and

abroad.

 Civil society and Japanese ODA policy

The attempt by the Japanese LDP politician Muneo Suzuki to ban Keisuke Onishi, CEO of

Peace Winds Japan (an NGO working with humanitarian assistance), from participating in the

international conference held in Tokyo on assistance to Afghanistan caused a considerable

amount of turbulence (including the resignation of the Japanese Foreign Minister Makiko

Tanaka).  While Suzuki got more than he bargained for, Onishi on the other hand came out as
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a national hero. This would most likely not have been the case ten years ago when Onishi

probably would not even have been invited to the conference.

Although the NGOs are in a much stronger position today and are being vividly promoted, (in

a draft of this years annual report on development assistance their importance is even being

stressed) they are still not completely accepted by every one. When Mr Onishi after the

assistance conference for Afghanistan appeared in front of a Diet committee, he was

confronted by politicians wanting to know why NGOs think they are entitled to use tax-payers

money.

While a lot of ODA has been channeled through NGOs in USA or Europe for a number of

years, in Japan the idea that NGOs can use tax money to deliver humanitarian assistance is

quite new.

Even though there was a directory of Japanese NGOs Concerned with International Co-

operation already in 1982 it at that time contained only 86 NGOs and for many of them

foreign aid was only a minor part of their activities. In the latest directory from year 2000

compiled by Japan NGO Center for International Co-operation (JANIC) more than 400

organizations that deal mainly with international co-operation were listed.9

In a paper written by this author in 1992, it was found out that although there were almost 200

organizations listed in the 1990 directory there were only 48 of any considerable size (that had

one or more people employed and that spent more than 35 000 US dollar a year on foreign

aid). The largest in a class of its own was Sasakawa Memorial Health Foundation which spent

5.7 million dollars of its income of 40.3 million on foreign aid. Many of the NGOs had

Christian affiliations and quite a few were also affiliated with industry. At that time many of

the NGOs were reluctant to co-operate in projects supported by the Japanese government.10

The big boom year of Japanese NGOs engaged in international co-operation was the 1990s

when about 200 were established. The characteristics of the NGOs of this time was that many



9

of them were dedicated to relief work as a result of emergency situations (a typical example is

Japan Peace Winds) and that many of them were promoting regional networking among

NGOs (such as Fukoka NGO Network in 1993 or Nagoya NGO Center in 1995).

It used to be very difficult to obtain legal status for the Japanese NGOs and a considerable

amount of capital was needed. With the new NPO Law this has changed and many of the

Japanese NGOs are now obtaining legal status which increases their status and gives

credibility both at home and abroad. It is still less than 30 per cent of NGOs working with

international aid that are incorporated today. A considerable amount of organizations are still

to small to warrant it or want to remain as independent as possible from government

regulations.11

Another reason for the increase in NGO activities in recent years is also that a number of

assistance programs have been provided by the government to support NGOs. The reform

council on ODA in their interim report to the Foreign Minister in August 2001 emphasized

further co-operation with NGOs on grass rot level assistance and all the implementing

agencies (that is JICA and JBIC) now have partnership with NGOs as part of their programs.

Although there is a general cut in the Japanese ODA budget of 10.3 per cent this year the

participation of Japanese civilians and the NGO part of it is actually being increased. The

JICA budget this year includes a new item �expenses to promote cooperation based on

participation by Japanese citizens�. In addition, the number of �international cooperation

promotion staff members� to be assigned to each prefecture across the country to support

internationalization in Japanese local governments was increased by 21 to 47 and a �system

for supporting business based on NGO activities� with returnee volunteers was approved.12

While JICA ten years ago had problems finding volunteers that wanted to work in developing

countries, as there was no future career pass in this field, this has now become very popular.

That is actually the first choice of many students if you ask them.13 Of the 1256 Japan



10

Overseas Cooperation Volunteers (JOCV) that were sent out on a JICA budget in 1999 more

than 50 per cent were women.

In an international comparison Japanese NGOs are still weak and there is a lack in

organizational capability although some of them have now gained considerable experience.14

The NPO law has made it possible for them to become incorporated which opens up

possibilities to co-operate with the Japanese government and get money from the ODA

budget for their activities.

The national information disclosure act is another important legislative change that is likely to

get government officials more prudent with the way ODA money is used. Gone are the days

when they could decide about projects without handing out information on them if requested.

Although JICA and OECF (now JBIC) has had transparency as an official policy for the

larger part of the 1990s it has still been up to them to decide which information they wanted

to hand out. When pushed about which companies were getting the orders of projects financed

by ODA loans OECF for example started publishing list over main contractors.

With the new national information disclosure act it is up to the Japanese citizens to ask for

any information they would like to have. Besides media, there are a number of activist groups

in the field of foreign aid that are likely to start asking.
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