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Demographic Profiles of Brazilians in Japan

Yoshimi Chitose

There has been a marked increase in studies on international migration in Japan in
recent years. In particular, research targeted at Brazilians based on fieldwork and small
surveys burgeoned in the 1990s. The increase in scholarly attention to Brazilians is stimulated
by the growing Brazilian population after the amendments to the Immigration Control and
Refugee Recognition Act in June 1990. With this reform, Brazilians of Japanese ancestry
(Nikkei) are allowed to enter Japan and to work without restrictions on type of work, unlike
other foreign nationals.

Thanks to numerous studies based on micro-level surveys and fieldwork in Brazilian
communities (for example, see Ikegami 2001; Watanabe 1995a, 1995b), social and economic
circumstances of Brazilian residents have been quite well documented in the 1990s. We have
come to know various aspects of Brazilians living in Japan including their working éonditions
(Roth 2002, Ninomiya 1994), the relationship between Nikkei Brazilians and local residents
(Tsuzuki 2000), the response of local governments to the rapid increase in Brazilian residents
(Ishikawa 1995; Komai 2004) and schooling of their children (Onai 2003; Yuki 2003). In
contrast, surprisingly little has been studied about their fundamental demographic characteristics
at the national level.

My aim in this paper is to overview demographic profiles of Brazilian nationals in
Japan. Hirano, Castles and Brownlee (2000) argue that the key question concerning
immigration in Japan today is whether settlement of foreign nationals is actually taking place or
not. Although the answer to this question is still ambiguous, demographic profiles of foreign

nationals such as age distribution and sex ratios provide us with some important implications for



their lengths of residence in Japan and their possible settlement in this country.

It is well known that the age profiles of migrants show certain regularities (Castro and
Rogers 1983). For example, past research on age composition of migrants shows that
migration propensities are high among small children who tend to move with their parents.
Migration increases sharply to another peak around ages 20-22, after which it declines regularly
until possibly interrupted by a retirement peak at the older ages. With respect to international
migration, age profiles of immigrants vary largely depending on immigration policies of both
receiving and sending countries, as well as by length of residence in receiving countries (U.S.
Census Bureau 2001). Empirically it is well known that the age profiles of immigrants
converge to that of native population as the length of residence in the receiving society increases
(U.S. Census Bureau 2001). It i$ expected that age profiles of foreign nationals in Japan are
relatively young since their entry in large numbers is quite a recent phenomenon.

It is also empirically well known that sex ratios of migrants are heavily weighted
toward one sex at the outset of migration, usually higher male over female.  As the length of
stay in the receiving country increases, sex ratios of migrants tend to eqﬁalize as migrants bring
their family members from home countries or form their own families in the host countries.
International migration begins among those with selective demographic and socioeconomic
features, but as risks and costs of migration decreases with accumulated experience and
expanded networks, characteristics of migrants become more inclusive (Massey et al, 1994).

Using national level data from Statistics on the Foreigners Registered in Japan, 1 seek

to grasp age compositions and sex ratios of Brazilians in Japan and its changes over time,
Note that foreign nationals who register their status at municipal offices are those who have
expressed the intention to stay in Japan for more than 90 days at the time of entry.  As such,

figures from Statistics on the Foreigners Registered in Japan are generally considered as



stocks of immigrants, rather than flows of immigrants. Also, because of the nature of
Statistics on the Foreigners Registered in Japan, it is assumed that the majority of those

counted are authorized immigrants.

The 1990 Reform of Immigration Control and Refugee Recognition Act
Brazilians are one of the largest groups among the new immigrants' in Japan. The
population of Brazilians has increased dramatically after amendments to the Immigration
Control and Refugee Recognition Act in 1990. The basic stance of the Japanese government
toward immigration is to allow only those with certain skills to enter and work in Japan for a
limited amount of time. In other words, the Japanese government does not allow unskilled
foreign nationals to enter and work in Japan. The Japanese government also does not allow
foreigners to enter the country under permanent immigrant status.  All foreigners intending to
work in Japan have to obtain a visa that specifies employment activities that he/she is
permitted to perform. During the latter half of the 1980s, Japan experienced a severe labor
shortage, especially in unskilled labor in the manufacturing sector. Past Japanese immigrants
to Brazil have started to respond to the labor shortage by entering Japan to seek income
earning opportunities, pushed by extreme inflation in Brazil during this same period. They
have no difficulties in entering Japan since they have Japanese nationality. However, the
number of past Japanese immigrants was not large enough to fulfill the demand. Soon the
second generation or children of the past Japanese immigrants to Brazil followed in the
footsteps of their parents. Since Japanese descendents or the second generation Japanese

immigrants to Brazil did not have Japanese nationality, they generally entered Japan by tourist

1 Historically, Koreans and Chinese were dominant among foreign population in Japan, However,
particularly from the 1990s, foreign nationals from countries such as Brazil and the Philippines have
increased drastically. In order to differentiate these new immigrants from the traditional foreign
nationals (or “old comers™), the term “new immigrants” or “new comers” are used widely today.



visas, switching to working visas after the expiration date (Ninomiya 1994). Naturally many
were forced to become unauthorized migrants when forgetting to switch the visas.

In 1990, the Immigration Control and Refugee Recognition Act was amended to allow
those with Japanese ancestry to enter Japan without restrictions on their employment activities.
This included descendents of Japanese nationals as well as spouses and children of Japanese
nationals. With this reform, Nikkei Brazilians are able to enjoy a special status among foreign
nationals in Japan which permits them to engage in any kind of work as authorized

immigrants.

Population of Brazilian Nationals in Japan: 1994-2003

As of the end of year 2003, there are about 1.9 million foreign nationals in Fapan,
accounting for 1.5 % of total population in Japan (Ministry of Justice 2004). While the rate of
increase in total population in Japan is negligible, that of foreign nationals is significant. As
shown in Graph 1, the population of foreign nationals in 2003 is 2.3 times higher than the 1984
population.

There are about 275,000 Brazilian nationals in Japan by the end of year 2003,
accounting {or about 15 percent of foreign residents. As shown in Graph 2, the number of
Brazilian na:ionals started to increase in the latter half of the 1980s and skyrocketed in 1990 and
1991. The rate of increasé among Brazilians surmounts that of foreign nationals as a whole.
The population of Brazilian nationals in 2003 is 1.7 times higher than the 1994 population, and
160 times higher than the 1984 population. The rate of increase among Brazilians, however,
has subsided after the “bubble economy” collapsed. Since 1997, the trends have reversed and

now the rate: of growth for other foreign nationals exceeds that of Brazilian nationals.
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Graph 2: Changes in Brazilian Resident Population: 1984-2003
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Graph 3 shows the composition of foreign residents by nationality. The graph
indicates that nearly 55 % of residents are Korean and Chinese nationals. Apart from the
geographicz] closeness of these countries, there is a historical reason behind their numerical
supremacy.” However, with the increase in the number of new immigrants entering Japan, the
share of Koreans is decreasing in recent years. The share of Brazilians out of the total foreign
residents peaked at 15.7 % in 1997. In 2003, Brazilians account for 14.3% of total foreign

nationals in Japan.

Graph 3: Composition of Foreign Residents by Nationality
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2 Korean and Chinese who were in Japan before World War I were forced to have Japanese nationality.
Under the Pe:ce Treaty in 1952, Korean and Chinese got their original nationality back. However,
because of their foreign nationality, they were in a disadvantaged situation despite the fact that some were
born in Japan. Finally in 1992, the law was enacted to give these individuals and their descendents a

special permanent resident status.



Age Distribution of Brazilian Nationals

There are important differences in age distribution of foreign nationals and the total
population of Japan. For convenience, I call the age group 0-14 as “children”, the age group
15-64 as “working age”, and the age group 65 and over as “the elderly”. In general, a large
share of foreign nationals is in the working age, irrespective of the country of origin. This is
understandable given the purpose of their entry into Japan and Japan’s immigration policy that
emphasizes labor migration. For example, as Graph 4 indicates the proportion of foreign
residents in working age is 85.1 % compared with 66.9 % for the total Japanese population. A
closer look at the age distribution of foreign nationals reveals that more than half of them

consist of those in their 20s and 30s (the data not shown here).

Graph 4: Age Distribution by Nationality 2003
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Because of the high concentration of foreign residents in the working age, the
percentages of the elderly and of children are much smaller than those of Japanese. Merely
5.3 % of foreign nationals are age 65 or over. The corresponding figure for total Japanese
population is 19.1 %. The only exception is for Koreans, who tends to be relatively old. The
age profile of Koreans may be explained by their longer duration of residence in Japan. The
share of children is only 10 25 among foreign residents compared to 14 % for the total
population in Japan. The interesting feature of Brazilian residents in Japan is the large share of
child population. More than 15 % of the Brazilian population consists of children, which is
slightly larger than that of total Japanese population (14 %).

Graph 5 depicts the changes in the share of children for total Japanese population,
foreign resiclents, and Brazilians from 1984 to 2003. Reflecting the very low fertility level, the
share of children for the total Japanese population has consistently dropped from more than
20 % in 1984 to 15 % in 2003. The share of children has declined even more dramatically for
foreign residents: from 23.4 % in 1984 to 10% in 2003. The drop in the share of children

among foreign residents may have been caused by an increase in working age adults among new

Graph 5: Percentage 0-14 Years Old
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immigrants and the aging of traditional immigrants.

The share of the child population among Brazilians dropped significantly from 20 %
in 1984 to the minimum of 5 % in 1990 and then climbed up again to 15 % in 1999, remaining
stable thereafter. The drop in the share of Brazilian children from 1984 to 1990 may be related
to the rapid increase of working age adults during the same period. This period corresponds to
what Watanabe (1995) refers to as the “First Period” for Brazilians to enter Japan. | During this
period, the Japanese economy grew vigorously and many working age Brazilians started to
enter Japan seeking better economic opportunities. Many Brazilians who entered Japan in this
period worked as unauthorized migrants. After the amendments to the Immigration Control
and Refugee Recognition Act in 1991, Brazilians were allowed to enter and work legally. The
share of children increased and stabilized in 1998, probably because Brazilians started to bring
family members or to form their own families in Japan, helped partly by their stable resident
status in Japan.

A closer look at the more detailed age breakdown of children reveals that the shares of
children 0-4 years old and 5-9 years old are higher for Brazilian residents than for the total
Japanese population as of 2003 (see Graph 6 and 7). The share of 0-4 year olds for Brazilian
residents peaked at 6.8 % in 1999 to 2000, and slightly decreased thereafter. By 2003, the
share of 0-4 year old children stood at 6.1 %, while that of the Japanese population is at 4.5 %.
With respect to the 5-9 year olds, the proportion is on the rise among Brazilians. The
percentage of 5-9 year old children increased from 1.5 % in 1990 to 6.1 % in 2003. The
increase in Brazilian 5-9 years olds contrasts sharply with the decreasing trend of this age group

among the total Japanese population.
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Age Distribution of Brazilian Children by Prefecture

It is well known in migration literature that immigrants tend to concentrate in specific
regions. This is also the case in Japan. Brazilian nationals formed large communities in
Shizuoka, Aichi and Gunma prefectures where factories of large manufacturing companies tend
to be located (see Shiho 2005). Table 1 demonstrates the share of Brazilians by age group in
ten prefectures where large Brazilian communities exist. The figures indicate the share of each
age group out of corresponding age group population in the prefecture. The share of Brazilians
in the ten prefectures listed in Table 1 is much higher than 0.2 %, the share of Brazilian
nationals out of total Japanese population in 2003. In particular, the share of Brazilians
exceeds 1 % in Shizuoka prefecture. When the share of Brazilian population is divided into
age groups of children, it is evident that the proportion is relatively high among the younger age
groups and low among the older children. For example, there are 7 prefectures (Shizuoka, Mie,
Gunma, Nagano, Aichi and Shiga) where the percentage of 0-4 year olds exceeds 1 %. The
number of prefectures with the share of Brazilians exceeding 1 % decreases to four (Gunma,
Shizuoka, Aichi, Mie) for 5-9 year olds. There is no prefecture where the share of Brazilians

exceeds 1 % for 10-14 year olds.

Table 1: Share of Brazilian Residents by Age Group in Selected Prefectures

Age Group
0-4 5-9 10-14 0-14  All Ages |
Total 0.3 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.2
Ibaraki 04 0.4 0.2 03 04
Gunma 1.1 1.1 0.8 1.0 0.8
Saitama 0.2 0.2 0.1 0.2 0.2
Kanagawa 0.2 0.2 0.1 0.1 0.2
Nagano 1.1 0.8 0.5 0.8 0.8
Gifu 1.0 0.9 0.6 08 08
Shizucka 1.6 14 0.9 1.3 1.1
Aichi 1.1 1.0 0.6 0.9 08
Mie 1.4 1.0 0.7 1.0 0.9
Shiga 1.0 0.8 0.5 0.8 0.8

* Source: Statistics on the Foreigners Registered in Japan 2003



Sex Ratios

Sex ratios of the population inform us about the possible stages of migration for the
particular group. In the case of international migration, it also reflects the nature of
immigration policies. Graph 8 shows the sex ratios of selected foreign nationals as of 2003.
Interestingly, compared to total population in Japan, foreign residents are much more feminine -
there are only 86 males per 100 females. The figure for the total foreign nationals, however,
masks the diversity across countries of origin. For example, Americans are male dominated -
there are 176 males per 100 females. This may reflect the fact that the American population in
Japan is heavily concentrated in the field of business and military, The other extreme is the
Philippine nztionals. Only 20 % of the Philippine nationals arc male. This reflects the large
share of young wornen entering Japan to work in the entertainment sector. The sex ratio of
Brazilians is quite high - there are 122 males per 100 females. Clearly, the figure suggests the

continuation of migration among young male seeking income generating opportunities

(dekasegi).
Graph 8: Sex Ratio of Sclected Foreign Nationals in Japan: 2003
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* Source: Statistics on the Foreigners registerd in Japan 2003



Then, how has the sex ratios changed over time? If temporary migration of young
males was the dominant form of migration during the Bubble period, then the sex ratio of
Brazilians in 1989-90 must be quite high. Graph 9 illustrates the changes in the sex ratios of
selected foreign nations from 1984 to 2003. As expected, the sex ratio of Brazilian nationals
suddenly jumped up in 1989-1990 reaching 160 in 1990. After 1990, the sex ratio gradually
dropped but still remains relatively high at 120.  The data on sex ratios imply that a part of

Brazilian migration to Japan still has dekasegi migrants with shorter duration.

Graph 9: Sex Ratio by Nationality
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* Source: Statistics on the Foreigners registered in Japan

Table 2 shows the changes in sex ratios of Brazilian nationals at the prefectural level.
The upper panel shows the sex ratios of the five prefectures where large number of Brazilians
reside. The lower panel lists the sex ratios of prefectures where the figures are extremely high.

Overall, the table indicates that the numbers of males and females are converging with time.



