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I. The issues on youth employment in Japan


1. High unemployment rate 
The average 2001 unemployment rate in Japan was a record low of 5.0% (The number of unemployed at approximately 3,400,000).  One of the major causes for this high level of unemployment was an increase of unemployment among young people (aged 15~24).  The unemployment rate of this group was 9.6% (approximately 600,000 unemployed), which was approximately twice as much as the average of all age groups. 

2. Difficulty gaining employment among new high school graduates
It is a common practice in Japanese companies to hire new school leavers in the mass in April immediately after their graduation in March (end of academic year).  Smooth transition from school to work has been secured in this way.  Recently school leavers, particularly high school graduates have more difficulty in this process, as job offers from companies has been decreased due to the prolonged economic slump.  High school graduates who could not get regular jobs cannot help but start their working lives as casual workers as explained below.
3. Increase in “Freeters”
Young people choosing “freeters” as their working type is on the increase. (Freeter: Those who do not take up permanent jobs but work in part-time or temporary situations.  The word "Freeter" is a composite word of the English "free" and the German "arbeiter")  The number was estimated at 1,510,000 as of 1997, but it is estimated to currently be more than 2,000,000.

The employment situation surrounding youths in Japan is growing in severity.

It has been pointed out that the cause of the increase of unemployment and freeters among young people is related to a perspective toward work that has changed among young people, who traditionally have been a major source of new labor.  This new attitude fosters apathy toward hard work and burden on families as many young people live with parents well into their 20s and 30s before seeking independent lives.  The cause in unemployment is also in the demand side of labor, namely companies.  To address the prolonged economic slump since the economic bubble had collapsed in 1990s, companies have been withholding new employment to retain existing employees, or have been reducing permanent employees and replacing them with part-timers and temps in order to cut costs.  In Japan the recession's impact on employment has affected young people the most, just as it did in European countries.

The problem posed by youths and increases in unemployed freeters is that it will become hard for young people to have opportunities of developing and nurturing their abilities through work while they are still young.  This will have a lasting effect on their career and earnings.

Furthermore, this effect will not only affect the individual, but also the country.  The social security system could be shaken up in a big way, and the possibility of tax revenues decreasing is also great.  The skills accumulated in companies will not be handed down to freeters who change jobs frequently in a short period.  If nothing is done, we can anticipate a definite decline of technical capacity of manufacturing in our country.

Therefore, improving the employment situation for young people and getting them decent works is becoming a great challenge for our country.

II. Priorities for youth employment


1. Creating employment

It is most important to pull the economy out of its slump early in order not to worsen the employment situation for job-seekers in Japan.

The fact that people are spending less and saving more reflects the anxiety felt toward employment and retirement, and can be counted as one of the causes of prolonging the recession.

Therefore, there is an urgent need to realize creation of employment and eliminate instability of employment as a measure for pulling out of the recession.

As an immediate emergency plan, Nikkeiren advocated to promote time-limit employment measures in sectors that regions require better public security (such as police officers) and environment maintenance (such as forest management), to enhance education and training and improve placement services (such as increasing staff to canvass for job openings).  In the long- and medium-term, realization of employment creation by regulatory reform is required.
2. Ensuring equality between the genders in employment

The Equal Employment Opportunity Law that bans discrimination against women with regards to recruitment, employment, placement, promotion, education and training, welfare program, retirement, resignation and dismissal has been implemented since 1986 (Partly revised in 1999).  Although gender discrimination and especially among young people with regards to recruitment and employment has not yet totally dissolved in 15 years since the implementation of the law, progress has been made.  In fact, the employment situation of women has improved. For example, the unemployment rate of women between the ages of 15~24 was 6.5% in December 2001, which was lower than men at 9.7%.  It is believed that the government, labor and management must make the effort to abolish gender discrimination completely by conforming with the law in the future.

As issues related to gender equality, the utilization of women in all age groups not limited to youths has become a critical issue to address, as well as the estimated decline in the labor force due to the rapid aging of Japanese society. 

Equality among age group is also an issue.  There are many cases where people do not get employed by companies because of their age, in spite of having the experience and know-how to get the job done.  This has become a problem with the advent of the aging society.  The seniority-based wage system is an obstacle for the utilization of middle-aged and elderly people.  Based on the anticipated decline in labor force due to the rapid aging of society, we should consider in earnest the utilization of middle-aged and elderly people and review the current personnel system for that purpose.


3. Promotion of entrepreneurial spirit

As we can almost see the limit to the growth of existing industries, it is important for us to nurture new industries in 21st century Japan in terms of economic growth and job security.  For this, we require the climate and mechanism that would support young people who start up businesses in their student years like Bill Gates, chairman of Microsoft.

But unfortunately, there are not many Japanese entrepreneurs not only in youths but also on the whole.

Reasons for this include: a climate in which one can revive after a failure is poor in Japan in comparison to the United States; there is no sufficient mechanism prepared in Japan such as venture capital that supports entrepreneurs from the aspect of funds and so on; and there is a brick wall such as the existing regulations and so on for entrepreneurs to make new entry.

Therefore, in order to promote new businesses, we should consider; 1) cultivating the venture spirit in society as a whole, including school education; 2) preparing venture capital that could support in terms of funds; 3) relaxing and abolishing regulations that block new entry.

4. Improvement of employability

What is important for Japan along with employment creation as a whole is the improvement of employability, and to raise the awareness of young people toward work and to get them to acquire abilities that meet the needs of the business world.

The following are what Nikkeiren is actively engaged in to inspire employability and career formation for the young.
1. Request schools to enhance career education
There are departments that give guidance on employment at high schools and universities, but Nikkeiren suggests that those in companies stick close to schools and give career education advice to them.

2. Request companies for cooperation for the implementation of internships
Internships (work experience related to the student's own major and future career) from the perspective of fostering occupational consciousness for students is being promoted.  Although many requests are made by schools, companies are less eager to accept them at the present moment.  Nikkeiren is asking as many companies as possible to cooperate regarding internships through regional employers  associations throughout the nation.

3. Propose establishment of "Industry and University Learning Center"
Nikkeiren is proposing the establishment of the "Industry and University Learning Center" from the perspective of cooperation between industry and academia.  Its objectives are to create a system that is to disclose the information of each university and company on the Internet; disclose information related to research seeds from the university side, and on the other hand disclose the preparedness to receive and research contents required on the industry side, and to play the role of their coordinator.
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