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RICE POLICY REFORMS IN JAPAN: SEEK 

FOOD SECURITY THROUGH FREE TRADE 
 
Kazuhito Yamashita 
 
 
Japanese agriculture is in a freefall decline. In the 
years between 1960 and 2005, the share of 
agricultural output in GDP dropped from 9% to 1%, 
the food self-sufficiency ratio from 79% to 41%, and 
agricultural land, indispensable for food security, 
from 6.09 million hectares to 4.63 million hectares. 
Meanwhile, the ratio of part-time farm households, 
which derive more than half their income from 
non-farm employment, increased from 32.1% to 
61.7%. The percentage of farmers over 65 years 
old also jumped from 10% to 60%. Gross 
agricultural output in 2006 was 8.5 trillion yen, less 
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than the sales volume of Panasonic, which stood at 9.1 trillion yen in the same 

year. Total agricultural GDP in 2006 was 4.7 trillion yen, but this was largely 

thanks to tariff and price support protection. According to the Organization for 

Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), the amount of money Japan 

spent for agricultural protection was nearly 5 trillion yen. This means that, 

without agricultural protection, Japan’s agricultural GDP could have been nil. 

 
The Impacts of Globalization and Shrinking Japanese Population 

In the World Trade Organization (WTO) negotiations, the Japanese 

government is demanding broad exceptions to the rate of tariff reduction, that is 

70 %, while being pressed in return to increase the volume of imports subject to 

a relatively low tariff rate (the “minimum access” quota). If agreed, this could 

increase the minimum access quota of rice – a source of fungal and pesticide 

residue contamination that rendered inedible some rice stocks in Japan about a 

year ago – from the current 0.77 million tons to 1.2 million tons (Japan’s 

domestic rice production currently stands at 8.5 million tons), thereby reducing 

the food self-sufficiency ratio further. What the Japanese government is trying to 

defend with all these efforts are the high tariff rates, as represented by the 778% 

rate imposed on rice, as well as the resulting high prices of agricultural products. 

Rice consumption per person has dropped as much as 50% since 40 

years ago, even while the population has been growing. From now on, the level 

of rice consumption will be influenced by the double impacts of an aging society, 

which will push down per-capita consumption, and a shrinking population. 

If aggregate rice consumption falls from the current 8.5 million tons to 

3.5 million tons by around 2050, Japan will need only some 0.5 million hectares 

of land for rice production. This means that some 2 million hectares of rice fields 

must be diverted to other purposes. For comparison, the population of Japan in 

the wake of World War II was only 70 million people, far less than the current 130 

million, but they owned a total of more than 5 million hectares of farm land, more 

than the current total of 4.6 million hectares of farm land in Japan, although 

some Japanese were starving to death at the time. The shrinking of Japanese 

agriculture will diminish agricultural land resources indispensable for its food 
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security. 

 
Problems of the Income-Support System 

Since the 1960s, the Japanese government has kept the producer price 

of rice at a comparably high level by purchasing rice from producers at a support 

price. However, this policy has encouraged small-size part-time farmers, who 

often shoulder high production costs, to continue rice production because it is 

cheaper for them to grow rice than to buy it in town. Rice production costs will 

decline if farm sizes become bigger. The retention of farmland by small-size 

part-time farmers has prevented full-time farmers from expanding their farmland 

in Japan, thereby keeping production costs at a relatively high level and leaving 

full-time farmers unable to improve their profits. Thus the government is currently 

maintaining the rice price by encouraging farmers to divert their land for the 

cultivation of other crops. In order to encourage farmers to participate in the 

production adjustment program designed to curtail rice production, the 

government annually spends 200 billion yen in subsidies. The cumulative 

amount of these subsidies has now topped 7 trillion yen. 

The ruling Democratic Party of Japan, which came to power in 

September 2009, plans to bolster the production adjustment by introducing a 

new income-support system. The system will provide farmers who take part in 

the production adjustment program of rice with subsidies that will cover the 

difference between the production cost of rice, including labor expense, and the 

rice price at farm gate. This support will be provided regardless of the type of 

farmer – full-timers and part-timers, including those who earn more than the 

average worker, alike – in addition to the subsidies that have been provided 

hitherto for land diverted from rice production. Unlike the European Union’s 

income-support system, which was introduced after a reduction in agricultural 

prices, the DPJ plan will add these new subsidies while maintaining the current 

rice price level through the existing production adjustment program. I wonder 

how the Japanese government will cope in the WTO and FTA (free trade 

agreement) negotiations, because high rice prices, left unaddressed by this plan, 

will unavoidably require high tariffs. 



AJISS-Commentary 
The Association of Japanese Institutes of Strategic Studies 

 

 4http://www.jiia.or.jp/en/commentary 

If the government guarantees more than what the current rice price 

offers small-size part-time farmers, it will encourage them to continue farming, 

and might even make it more profitable for retired small-size farmers to take 

back land lent to full-time farmers and start farming again. Forced to farm smaller 

plots, full-time farmers will have to bear higher production costs, which will 

eventually result in a higher financial burden on the government to cover 

income-support subsidies. 

 
What Then is Needed? 

If the Japanese government were to abandon the production adjustment 

program and bring the producer price of rice down from the current 15,000 yen 

to 9,500 yen per 60kg, part-time farmers would stop farming and start lending 

out their farm land. The government should then focus its support on full-time 

farmers so that they could pay their land rent (the government may pay the rent 

directly). Such plans would help concentrate limited agricultural land resources 

on full-time farmers, thereby expanding farm sizes and reducing production 

costs. Given the narrower target, the financial burden of such support would not 

exceed the current expenditures spent for the production adjustment program of 

rice.  

The Japanese rice price has come down from 20,000 yen to 15,000 yen 

in the past decade, while the price of Chinese rice, which Japan imports, has 

risen from 3,000 yen to 10,000 yen. There is a growing demand for Japonica rice 

rather than Thai/Indica rice. If Japan stops production adjustment and brings 

down the domestic rice price to less than the Chinese price, Japan will no longer 

have to worry about the minimum access quota and the quality of imported rice, 

because there will be no need for Japan to import rice. What's more, Japan may 

even be able to export its rice! Despite the prospects of a shrinking population 

and declining food consumption at home, exports (free trade) will provide Japan 

with excellent opportunities to manage agricultural land resources and ensure 

food security. Japan will be able to export rice and import wheat or beef in 

normal times, while in times of crisis with no importation of food, Japan can stop 

exporting rice and eat it. So far Japan has used the notion of food security as a 
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pretext for defending high tariffs on farm products. In an era of decreasing 

population, however, free trade will ensure food security for Japan.  

 
 

Kazuhito Yamashita is Senior Fellow at the Research Institute of 
Economy, Trade & Industry (RIETI). He served in the Ministry of 
Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries for more than 30 years until his 
retirement in 2008. He holds MAs in applied economics and in public 
administration from the University of Michigan and a PhD in 
agricultural economics from the University of Tokyo. 

 5http://www.jiia.or.jp/en/commentary 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


