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The number of Japanese will continue to shrink, falling by about 30% over the next
half century. In fact, this isn’t news. This trajectory has been evident, remarked upon
and complained about for some time. It is precisely the failure of successive
governments to do more than complain about this trend that is most revealing and

most worrisome.

According to the National Institute of Population and Social Security Research,
Japan’s population will fall from 126.15 million in 2020 to 87 million in 2070. This
number includes foreign residents; they are projected to constitute a little over 10%

of the total, up from just 2.2% in 2020.

The decline has been in place for 15 years; the country’s population peaked in 2008
at 128 million and the downward trend will continue. The pace of decline has slowed
— total population decreased 0.43% last year while it was 0.65% the year before —
mostly a result of increased life expectancy but also because a larger number of
foreigners are taking up residence here. This has also pushed back milestones such
as when Japan will hit the 100 million mark — now it is projected to occur in 2056,

rather than 2053.

A smaller, older population is generally considered a liability. It is less dynamic,
with less creativity and energy to devote to solving problems, either domestic or
international. The society’s focus tends to be on health care and assistance for the
expanding elderly cohort, which drains increasingly scarce resources. A “grayer”

population generates less wealth and is a bigger burden on pension systems.

A shrinking population when the world is undergoing increasing strain could be a
good thing. The country’s environmental footprint is reduced since a smaller
population consumes less. Japan’s ability to successfully manage the transition to a
smaller size could be a model for other countries; most developed economies are

experiencing similar demographic shifts. Japan is merely leading in this evolution.

Thus far, Japan has addressed this phenomenon by focusing on the fertility rate.



A country needs a total fertility rate, the average number of children a woman is
expected to have in her lifetime, of 2.07 to maintain its population size. In 2021,
Japan’s total fertility rate was 1.3; as a result, new births fell below 800,000 for the
first time ever. The government’s goal is 1.8; the new projections project a rate of 1.36

in 2070.

That widening gap prompted Prime Minister Fumio Kishida to warn in January
that Japan was “on the brink of not being able to maintain social functions” as a result
of a looming demographic crisis. His belief that “the next six to seven years are the
last chance to reverse the trend of declining birthrate,” spurred his administration to
draft a package of aid measures for children and child-rearing, which will culminate
in a plan to double child-related spending in the annual basic economic and fiscal
policy guidelines in June. This focus on the young conflicts with the demand by older
citizens for attention and resources, and the elderly, unlike babies and children, can

and do vote.

(Hi# : EDITORIALS: Japan tries to confront its ever-shrinking population,
The Japan Times, April 28, 2023, JF3C X » —EBHH:)
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