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Influencing Policies for Immigrants in Japan:
Challenges and Possibilities

Deborah J. Milly
Virgnia Polytechnic Institute and State University

Today the challenges in Japan for immigrants are great, especially because of the
current economic crisis. My purpose here is to consider some questions that existed long before
the economic crisis, but that have become even more acute because of it. Japan is a recent
country of immigration, and the people of Japan face questions as to what kind of country they
will be for immigrants. Likewise, immigrants, whatever their backgrounds, face the question of
how to become effective members of society in Japan. Hopefully, by considering some
developments in other countries my comments will be useful for stimulating discussion over a
possible agenda for change in Japan. | do not presume to offer a "proposal” for change, but |

would like to call attention to some questions that | think that groups who wish to influence
policy might think about.

Japan faces challenges faced by other countries of recent immigration. In a general
sense, Japan and other recent countries of immigration are trying very hard to develop policies
that integrate immigrants as members of society. But they are doing this in an era of increasing
‘multi-level governance,” in which policy responsibilities are spread across national and
subnational levels of government and even the non-profit sector. This affects how civil society
groups are able to be part of, and advocate for, immigrants' policies at all levels of government.
To think about possibilities for how to influence policy change in Japan, | wish to examine how
advocacy groups and immigrants’ associations in Spain and ltaly have been able to influence
policies. To do that, | will first briefly review the situation in Japan. Second, [ will consider the
kinds of challenges faced in other countries of recent immigration, particularly Spain and ltaly.
Third, 1 would like to consider the ways that civil society groups in Spain and ltaly have
atternpted to influence national policy. Finally, | will use those examples for thinking about
strategies that civil society groups in Japan, including immigrants' associations, might pursue to
influence policies.

The Japanese Situation: Issues, Advocacy, and Obstacles

One useful way to think about the situation in Japan and elsewhere is to consider the
key issues, the efforts to influence policies to address those issues, and the obstacles to policy
change. As you know, many different policies and problems have a special impact on
immigrants in Japan. Maybe these are the national government's existing policies, societal
attitudes, or the need for new kinds of methods and policies to promote inclusion—such as
educational and social work approaches. The national government cannot do everything, but
there are some things that it needs to do for other changes to take place. For instance, recent
government discussion and council proposals focus on the need to change the system for
handling foreigners' personal information (see, for example, lguchi 2008). But among the
national government's policies, some of the most obvious problems involve the health insurance
system and problems of accessing health care; the system of licensing schools and
requirements of compulsory education; developing new approaches in education that will
encourage respect for different cultures and allow immigrants to keep their own cultures, and so
on. I am sure there will be much discussion today about these things.



While there have been many efforts {o influence policy and develop proposais for
policies that meet immigrants’ needs, there has not been much success in changing those
policies. For instance, many proposals have originated from the business sector, some from
local governments, and some from many of the advisory councils established in connection with
Prime Minister Koizumi's regulatory reform agenda. Discussion has also occurred in a study
committee of the House of Councillors in the Diet. Various interest groups and civil society
groups have also put together major proposals that stress the need for attention to the realities
of social life for immigrants and migrants, including social discrimination. Despite so much
discussion of the needs of immigrants, why has there been so litile progress? What are the
obstacles to making an impact through these proposals? 1 think we can attribute this lack of
progress primarily to the character of political leadership and to the difficulties among civil
society groups in organizing nationally and influencing officials. Today, rather than to propose
what policy models should be adopted, | hope that we can think together about the political and
organizational obstacles to making changes from the standpoint of NGOs and NPOs that work
with immigrants or whose members are immigrants.

The Situation in Spain and Raly: Issues, Advocacy, and Obstacles

Japan shares many chatlenges with countries whose experience with immigration is
recent. The issues are similar and so are the organizations that have grown up to assist
immigrants and try to influence policy. In Spain and ltaly, there have been major concerns about
access to medical care, education, and housing, and NGOs devote most of their efforts to
providing services locally. The obstacles that NGOs in Spain and Italy face are very similar to
those that groups in Japan face. First, even though there has been stronger political leadership
than in Japan to develop policies for immigrants, the internal politics of governing political
parties have complicated policy progress at times. In addition, alternations of administrations
have sometimes led to reversals of policy. Second, in Spain, it has been difficult for grass roots
organizations and nonprofit organizations to have a national influence because they are active
mainly at the local or regional levels which are responsible for many policies; they have also had
difficulty creating a national organization. Even so, in Spain, in the past few years associations
have gained more national influence indirectly, but in ltaly these groups have had significant
national influence for many years. How have associations overcome the obstacles of national
political dynamics and established a national voice of their own? The primary way they have
done this is through developing a set of alliances and networks, on one hand, and sometimes
through formal governmenta! councils in which they both established their legitimacy and
influenced discussion, on the other.

Overcoming Obstacles: Influence through Building Networks and Alliances

In referring to “alliances and networks” as a way of achieving an impact, | include two
very different issues. | am referring to the networks, formal or not, that organizations form
among themselves and with local government to try to influence policies at different levels of
government, but | am also referring to alliances between associations and political parties. The
first type of alliance—among organizations--was quite difficult to achieve at the national level in
Spain, but in ltaly this is well-established. One reason for this difference was simply that
Spanish policy and civil society activity are so decentralized. The second fype of alliance,
between organizations and political parties, is more directly associated with national
policymaking. Ultimately, for influencing policy, this second alliance is important, but it seems to
require developing an effective national organizational structure among grass-roots and
nonprofit associations.



In terms of national politics, two things stand out. Certainly, a change of party in
government creates new opportunities for change. But the internal dynamics of parties also
matter. [n both Spain and ltaly in the 1990s and 2000s, changes in governing parties led to
major policy shifts. But even without this kind of change in government, because of internal
disagreements in the governing coalition, advocacy groups and the political parties to which
they had ties at times had an impact.

in ltaly, after the center-left coalition took over government in1996, NGOs including
Catholic-church-related groups cooperated with the center-left government in developing
generous legislation for immigrants that was passed in 1998. But they had a more subtle impact
even after Silvio Berlusconi’s center-right government came to power in 2001. Although the
government passed legislation that was more restrictive toward immigrants, centrist parties that
represented business groups and advocacy groups and were part of the governing coalition
resisted some extreme proposed measures (Geddes 2008).

In Spain, the internal dynamics of the governing parties and the change in party
government both have mattered. Until 2000, the center-right government had to rely on
cooperation of a small left party, and under this arrangement, the government passed fairly
progressive policies. But after the spring election in 2000, the Popular Party had absolute
control of the legislature and reversed the recent comprehensive legislation and instead passed
legislation that was much less generous to immigrants. When advocacy groups tried to object to
these changes, they did not have the same sort of tie to the center-right government as similar
groups in [taly had. Instead, they used “protest-style” tactics in resisting some of Prime Minister
Aznar's changes. Ultimately, they participated in the implementation of government policies and
so were able to influence the administration of immigration decisions.

A major change occurred, however, after the election of the Spanish Socialist Workers’
Party (PSOE), just a few days after the Madrid bombings. Under the center-left government of
Jose Zapatero, many policies changed. Concerning immigrants, the Spanish government has
been steadily creating national-level coordination of integration measures at all levels of
government. The government also created a Strategic Plan for Citizens and Integration (2006-
09) which addresses twelve areas of immigrants needs. These areas include basic welfare
supports like health care, education, housing, and social services, but also include issues of
equality, participation, and developing cultural sensitivity. Also, this plan provides for
consultation with local governments, advocacy groups, and experts, and it allocates more
resources {Corcoran 2006, Bruquetas-Callejo et al. 2008). Unfortunately, the economic crisis
has affected Spain severely since last fall, and the government is now focusing mainly on
encouraging immigrants to return to their home countries.

So how were advocacy groups and immigrants associations organized to be able to
influence policy? [n [taly this was easier than in Spain. In ltaly, there were a set of established
organizations with influence at the national level, in particular those related to the Catholic
Church. These organizations had ties to parties in both center-right and center-left governments.
Furthermore, during the 1990s, as the [talian government passed more and more legistation
concerning grass-roots and nonprofit organizations in general, these groups also tried to
influence ltalian processes for handling immigrants’ policies that would give nonprofit and other
civil society organizations a greater voice and role. In Spain, however, civil society groups did
not have a strong national organization yet they were strongly active locally and regionally.
Government policy responsibilities were decentralized and negotiations included advocates. It



was difficult for them to achieve a role at the national level, and the results since 2004 are
mainly due to the more sympathetic government under a center-left political party.

Formal Consultation as a Method of Influence

A second possible method of influence on policy in both Spain and ltaly is that the
governments have created formal mechanisms for consultation with civil society over
immigrants’ issues. The problem is that most experts on immigration politics, at least in Europe,
are skeptical about these advisory councils, especially for national policy. My view is somewhat
more optimistic. | think that the impact of such mechanisms and how much influence
associations can have through them can depend on whether the government wants to listen to
stich councils and takes them seriously. Furthermore, membership on such councils is an
acknowledgement that civil society groups are important participants in making, providing, or
even substituting for government policy. in ltaly, nongovernmental organizations significantly
influenced the 1998 immigration law. Besides reforming immigrants’ policies, this iaw created
local, regional, and national consultation boards for immigration and immigrants’ issues that
included NGOs. Even under Berlusconi's center-right government, such organizations also
influenced the content of the law against human trafficking, which explicitly gives NGOs a role in
protecting and mediating for victims of trafficking.

In Spain, however, until recently, councils like this had a doubtful role. The early forums
established by government in 1985 did not have much constructive impact and scholars were
fairly critical of them. But after José Zapatero took office in 2004, he revived the system of
national, regional and local forums for immigration and made them much more inclusive of
immigrants’ associations (Corcoran 2006).

Considerations for Advocating for Immigrants’ Policies in Japan

The cases of Spain and Italy show us that there is no single method for developing
political influence concerning immigrants’ policies. Politics over policy is messy and policy
outcomes often depend on totally unrelated events. An election, a new prime minister, an
economic crisis—these kinds of things can easily undo progress toward policy changes or
provide an opportunity for new changes. Even so, [ would like to reflect on the experiences of
Spain and ltaly as they may be useful to Japanese groups in thinking about their possible
influence in the policy process. In particular, | would fike to consider the problems of establishing
a national network of groups focused on immigrants’ issues and of how these groups might
influence government policies.

Challenge #1: Establishing a National Voice for Advocacy Groups

One difficulty that civil society groups in Japan face is similar to what groups in Spain
faced for a long time—the difficulty of creating a national, versus a local or regional, network.
ltaly and Spain give us two models for achieving national influence that may be a useful
reference for Japanese groups. In ltaly, some well-established national social service
organizations had credibility and ties to political parties. Along with these core organizations of
mainly Catholic-church organizations and labor unions, many other grass-roots and nonprofit
organizations have also built up networks. In Spain, however, groups gradually developed
networks that started locally or regionally and eventually became a foundation for nattonal
government efforts to consolidate and better fund integration efforts. The ltalian model shows
how important it is to have a national organizational presence is, but the Spanish model, which



is more similar to the Japanese situation, shows that it is possible to have an influence by
building networks from the bottom up, but that this effect depends a great deal on responsive

poiit_ica! leadership. | think that Japanese organizations can employ elements from both ltaly and
Spain as they think about how to build alliances.

Organizing to have influence. How can organizations develop their own independent
position as part of civil society so they can bring their experience and expertise to the national
policy deliberation process? How can advocacy groups develop their own organizational
network structure? | do not think that what | am suggesting is particutarly original, and because
so much is being discussed in Japan about immigration and immigrants, | suspect that some
people in Japan are already thinking about the kinds of things 1 am going to suggest. Many
networks of associations already exist, based on the kind of immigrant issues they address, the
groups of immigrants they assist, their professional roles, etc. Japanese groups have developed
their strongest working relationships with government at the local and prefectural levels, but
these groups should not be considered as simply "subcontractors” to local governments. | think
there is a need for a national network that will bring together both the regional and the
specialized networks. There is more than one way to approach this, through a bloc-by-bloc
strategy or a national strategy of bringing together both regionally-based and issue-specific,
profession-specific networks. However, the central question is how these networks can come
together nationally in a way that creates a visible and respected organizational presence for
participating in policy discussion. I see two different strategies that may be useful.

First, | think that it would help to have some kind of clear “center” organization that draws
in the various nonprofit, professional, and grass-roots organizations and networks of
organizations. One option may be to establish a national “clearinghouse” that brings together
information, research, and data from professionals, all kinds of associations, and researchers
who are working on behalf of immigrants'or on the issue of immigration. For instance, in ltaly the
Fondazione ISMU plays this role as do some regionally-based centers. In one sense, they are a
resource for organizations, but they also constitute a node for bringing together associations,
professionals, and academic experts. | realize that recently there have been some efforts to do
something similar in Japan, such as through certain individually-created centers or an academic
association devoted to immigration and immigrants. But | wonder if it there needs to be a center
that is established with funds from multiple sources and that works actively to bring together
nonprofits, academics, professionals, and other policy experts. It could not be a “one-man
show.” Because there is an existing informal network of individuals and organizations in Japan,
there is a ready set of networks that would respond to establishment of a national clearinghouse.
The clearinghouse would not be an advocacy organization, but a structure through which
organizations could collaborate and consolidate their strengths. Second, creating an
organizational coalition structure associated with this clearinghouse, such as a National
Coalition for Immigrants’ Issues, would be a way to form a national organization of region-
specific and profession-specific groups.

Alliances with established national organizations. A possible complement to the
above model is for advocacy groups—especially networks of groups--to develop deeper ties of
cooperation with nationally well-established organizations. In doing this, the advocates for
immigrants could lead on the issue but also nurture support of major influential organizations
with a broader purpose by developing periodic communication. In ltaly, some of the Catholic
service organizations have become core organizations for speaking out on immigrants' issues.
Japan does not have a well-established set of national-level organizations that make immigrants
a major focus, but it does have some relatively powerful national organizations that have

11



become attentive to immigrants issues. For instance, Nippon Keidanren has expressed a3 ot of
concern about not just immigration, but about the need for policies that support immigrants’ lives
in Japan. Even if groups that serve immigrants do not share all of the positions of a specific
business organization, periodic communication with this group makes sense. A second national
organization that has been vocal on government proposals that affect immigrants is Japan
Federation of Bar Associations (nichibenren), for whom the main concern is basic legal and
rights questions. The third organization is the Conference of Cities with Large Foreign
Populations (shdja toshi kaigi}, which is interesting as an association of local governments, I
has strong legitimacy because its members are local governments, even though they represent
just one group of local governments. Additionally, national professional organizations for social
workers, teachers, and so on, while less focused on immigrants, are organizations with whom it
is important to develop ties.

Challenge #2: Developing Influence with National Government Officials

Earlier, | also mentioned two ways that how advocacy groups have succeeded in
influencing policy in other countries. What might these experiences mean for groups in Japan?

Influencing Political Parties. The experience of other countries tells us that internal
politics in a ruling party or coalition can make it very difficult to influence policy. In Japan, the
parallel dynamic is divisions in the LDP over how much immigration to allow under what
conditions. These divisions have made it difficult to produce agreement even over options for
temporary migration and whether or not to allow settlement. The experiences of Italy and Spain
suggest two points about dealing with these internal divisions. First, even when internal
divisions exist inside the governing coalition, it makes sense to develop ties to sympathetic
political parties or groups. Realistically, however, if there is a strong resistance in one part of the
party to immigrants’ policies, advocates may need to recognize that a “success” may be to
simply prevent strongly restrictive policies toward immigrants. Second, these examples show us
the importance of developing ties with both center-right and center-left parties, so that there will
be continuity of communication over immigrants’ issues, no matter which party is in power and
so that when a new party comes to power it will be more likely to lead with policy change.

Formal Consultations: How Useful? Although both Italy and Spain have adopted
councils on immigrants’ issues, their impact is disputed. In Japan, ad hoc advisory councils for
other purposes have produced various proposals for immigrants' policies, but their impact also
is questionable. More problematic is that Japanese councils exclude almost entirely
representatives of civil society organizations. Instead, these committees rely on a small number
of academic experts, instead of including representatives of immigrants’ associations or
associations that serve immigrants. Associations might begin to consider whether they wish to
urge creation of a different form of consultation over immigrants’ questions. For instance, what
kind of consultative structure would both recognize their contribution and expertise on the issue
and include them more directly in policy discussion? This is a larger question than just how to
respond to the issues of immigrants; it involves the question of what position civil associations,
including nonprofit organizations, have in policy discussion in Japan in general. But it is
something to think about, particularly if anyone is thinking about establishing some kind of
government council for immigration and immigrants’ questions.

These are some possible approaches for nonprofit organizations and other associations
to consider as Japan debates how it will welcome immigrants. | look forward to the discussion.
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Escola japonesa or
Escola brasileira?

Brazilian immigrants in Jepan and schooi choice

Roberto Maxwell

Hamamatsu ~ Warch, $5th, 2009.

Two choices

- Escola brasileira

Brazitian Ethnic Schoo!

- Escola japonesa

Japanese Public Schoof

Brazilian Children in
Hamamatsu (2008)

Escola faponesa Ethnic School
1090 students 745 (Latino)
837 shoogakkoo .
253 chuugakkoo 1135 (Latino)
respondents
6~12v.0. 13~ 17 y.o.

42 8% (escola japonesa) 35.5% (escola japonesa)
54.5% (escola brasileira) 64.5% (escola brasileira)

School choice
Quantitative research

Two variables affect the school choice

Japanese language fluency

Wish of return

School choice
Qualitative research

resistance identity
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Some questions

How public schools are receiving
Brazifian children in Japan?

How prepared are the ethnic schools to
improve the inclusion of Brazilian
children into Japanese society?
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