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[bookmark: _Toc177575183]Introduction

The Resource of Poverty, Women, Children, and Disability in Japan (RPWCDJ) was established in 2019 by a journalist with disability and a psychiatrist to make situations among vulnerable populations and national/local policymaking realized and understood by international society over the language barrier.
We have already presented submissions for CRPD's 12th presession in 2019, CRPD's 27th session in 2022, and UPR's 42nd pre-session in 2022. Before 2019, One of us had submitted and presented for CEDAW 63rd session in 2016 and UPR’s 42nd pre-session in 2017 on behalf of the former Japan National Group of Mentally Disabled People (JNGMDP).
We have been describing real situations of intersectional human rights violations against vulnerable persons with multiple disadvantages domestically and internationally through our vocations and human rights advocacy. Especially, we have been focusing on welfare benefits, especially on "Public Assistance", the only welfare benefits program in Japan that was established for " the right to maintain the minimum standards of wholesome and cultured living" This is called "the last safety net". It means that situations among people who need Public Assistance or who are not eligible for it though they are in poverty tell eloquently where and why serious human rights violations are produced.
 In this NGO report, we describe serious human rights violations against female in poverty and their children, because Japanese social security policy, including Public Assistance, has been worsened since the previous review in 2016.

Yoshiko Miwa, Ph.D.
Rpwcdj_miwa@protonmail.com


[bookmark: _Toc177575184]Executive Summary
In this section, we describe the outlines and current situation of the Public Assistance.
[bookmark: _Toc177575185]Relationship between Discrimination against Women and Public Assistance
Public Assistance is the only social security in Japan that guarantees a minimum standard of living from cradle to grave, and it has been implemented by a single agency, the Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare (MHLW). There are some other economic benefits including Child-rearing allowance for low-income single parents and pensions for persons with disability, survivors, and aged people. However, Public Assistance is the only one that guarantee the right to live. 
For a woman suffering from poverty, to be a recipient often means disgraceful treatment and discrimination in exchange for insufficient benefits. They are not only blamed by people with enough income but also by people in poverty who are eligible but have not applied for the benefit. If she is a mother, her children may be bullied in schools. 
Welfare stigma is not only for women. However, for girls and women, welfare stigma accompanies more complex discrimination and structured exclusion from society.
[bookmark: _Toc177575186]Legal Framework
The Public Assistance Act was enforced in 1950, based on Article 25 of the Japanese Constitution which requires the government to guarantee " the right to maintain the minimum standards of wholesome and cultured living" for all Japanese nationals. 
The aim is to guarantee a minimum standard of living and to promote independence (Art.1), and one of the important principles is complementarity (Art. 4). Because of selectivity and the principle of complementarity, it has been exclusive and employment-promoting. 
In these years, the concept of the right to live is in crisis because the conservative powers have been plotting to revise the Constitution not to recognize natural human rights. For this purpose, this act has been revised in 2013 and 2018. However, the basic concept of guaranteeing the right to live is still alive.

[bookmark: _Toc177575187]Eligibility
Eligibility is limited to Japanese nationals and the household should meet the means test. Foreigner households are not eligible, but it applies as a reflexive right for some foreigners with several statuses of residency.
Its selective nature is a cause for stigmas and exclusion from benefits.
[bookmark: _Toc177575188]Numbers and characteristics of the recipients
According to the latest monthly survey for June 2024, the number of recipients was 2.01 million (1.62% of the population), and the number of households receiving benefits was 1.65 million.
Recipient households are divided into five categories: households with elderly heads (55%), households with disabled or sick heads (25%), single-parent households (4%), and other households (16%).
Annual surveys carry out more detailed results. According to the latest published result of 2022, there is almost no difference in gender. The female ratio is 38% for those under 64, but 53% for those over 65. The ratio of children and juveniles under 19 is 9%, and half is female. 
The high proportion of single households is one of the important characteristics. 84% of all households and 92 % of elderly households are single. The high proportion of single households among welfare recipients reflects familyism in Japan. i.e., someone excluded from the family is easily led to poverty and exclusion from society.
[bookmark: _Toc177575189]Current Situations and Draft Recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc177575190]Low capture rate
The latest poverty rate (2021) was 15.4%. Referring to the population of Japan in the year, 19.36 million people were in poverty. The capture rate calculated simply from the number of people receiving public assistance in the same year (2.05 million) is 10.6%. Since one of the qualifications for public assistance is the absence of financial assets, the actual capture rate could be higher. However, even in the most optimistic estimate by the MHLW in 2019, the capture rate was only 20% to 40%.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  https://www.mhlw.go.jp/content/12201000/001225094.pdf, pp.142] 

Those situations are not only for women, however, fewer opportunities in education and decent employment for women are related to poverty in women, so violating Article 1 and Article 11(e) of CEDAW. 
Draft Recommendations: 
The government should take measures to increase the capture rate of Public Assistance, without measures to reduce the eligible population.

[bookmark: _Toc177575191]Stigmatizing
The government used welfare stigma to suppress application and capture rate. It suppressed application even under the depression caused by Covid-19. In December 2020, the MHLW started publicizing the right to live on the Public Assistance for the first time. Since then, some local governments have been publicizing this right more actively. However, stigmatizing policies for a long time have not been wiped away and affects seriously women in need and female recipients.
Discrimination based on welfare stigma often affects those who are not recipients. A female paralegal who supports applications for women in poverty has been harassed by executives of the paralegals’ organization[footnoteRef:2]. A woman who lost her husband because of sudden death, her family before marriage deceived her to be involuntarily admitted to a psychiatric ward.  While she was in the ward, the family defrauded her of her late husband's death benefit. Since she could leave the ward, she has been in poverty and cannot afford medical treatment for physical diseases, but she says that she would rather die than live on Public Assistance. Now, she is attempting to achieve a restorative dialogue with her female psychiatrist, who was responsible for the involuntary hospitalization[footnoteRef:3]. [2:  https://seiho-navi.net/221231/]  [3:  https://www.tokyo-np.co.jp/article/297674
] 

These situations are violating Article 2 of CEDAW because the government has not taken action against promotion in discrimination.
Draft Recommendations: 
The government should take measures to eliminate discriminations against women related to poverty and benefit receiving, to eliminate all kind of discrimination against all persons.

[bookmark: _Toc177575192]Familyism
During a review process, the local government can inquire about financial support to the relatives of those who applied and recipients. This procedure is based on familyism, and it easily and permanently breaks the bond between a person in need and the relatives. The fear of this inquiry is one of the main factors preventing people from applying for public assistance. 
Especially for DV victims, familyism often leads to tragedies. In 1987, a single mother of four children starved herself to death in front of her children.   In 2013, a child and a young mother were found dead in Osaka city. In both cases, the mothers should leave their ex-husband because of DV, but they gave up applying. The mother in the former case was asked by a person in charge at the city office to get back together with the ex-husband. The situation of the latter case is not clear but giving up in the application process caused by local governments is very common for single mothers. 
These situations are violating Article 1, 2(c)(d)(f), and 5.
Draft Recommendations:
The government should eliminate familyism, especially in social security, in respect for human rights for women as individuals. 

[bookmark: _Toc177575193]Insufficient benefit amount
The welfare standard is the benchmark for poverty in Japan, but it has been kept below the relative poverty line. Since the enforcement of the act in 1950, there has been ongoing pressure from the Ministry of Finance to cut the budget for MHLW. Serial reductions in benefit amounts since 2013 and inflation effectively reduced the disposable income of benefit-receiving households. The reduction rate was larger for households with multiple children, especially for single-mother households. Their economic situation is moving from relative poverty to absolute poverty. Even worse, evidence for that policymaking is often fictional, although the negative effect on the recipients is not fiction. 
Just after the reduction plan was released in 2013, a journalist found the possibility of fraud in the calculation by MHLW, and revealed the details until 2016 in collaboration with researchers, politicians, lawyers, and other journalists[footnoteRef:4]. The results were used in testimonies in lawsuits by the 31 recipients' groups which requested reversal of the reduction, and they have won in 17 local courts and 1 higher court until June 2024[footnoteRef:5]. However, MHLW is planning to reduce living expenses in the public assistance standard in 2025, despite progressing inflation.  The reduction rate is large for households with elderly heads will be reduced and households in urban areas (about 40 % of benefit-receiving households).  This means that the benefit amount will be reduced for almost of benefit receiving families. Especially for households with elderly over 75 in urban areas will be reduced by 5.9 %, in addition to reductions since 2013. For reference, from 2012 to 2023, Consumer Price Index in Japan increased about 10 % in grocery, and 30-50 % in water and utility costs. [4:  https://inochinotoride.org/pricedisguise.php]  [5:  https://inochinotoride.org/file/240613_hanketsuichiran2.pdf] 

The public assistance standard is also a reference for dozens of exemptions and allowances for low-income households. All women and children in the lower half of the middle class may be affected by the reduction in the standard for public assistance.
 These situations are violating Article 1, 3, and 13 of CEDAW.
Draft Recommendations:
The government should improve the benefit amount in all social security, especially in Public Assistance, in recognition of the elimination of economic deprivation against women in poverty. All planned reductions should be suspended. 

[bookmark: _Toc177575194]Discriminative standards in housing
In 2015, The MHLW decided to lower the maximum amount of housing assistance provided by public assistance. The ministry recognized and accepted that the housing for recipients might be below the minimum standards set by the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism. 
Since then, the rent for housing has continued to rise, but the maximum amount of rent assistance has not risen. For households with single-mother households with multiple children, it is becoming more difficult to live in adequate housing. The housing assistance standard for households of 3-5 people in Tokyo is 69,800 yen. In the urban areas of Tokyo, that rent would only allow them to live in a studio or 1-2 BD. The government has been suppressing the supply of public housing with low rent since the mid-1990s. 
In addition, recipients often must accept housing with poor locations, poor insulation performance, and poor ventilation. As a consequence, they suffered from heatstroke, hypothermia, and respiratory diseases.
These situations in the Introduction of CEDAW “Concerned that in situations of poverty women have the least access to food, health, education, training and opportunities for employment and other needs” should be eliminated.

Draft Recommendation:
The government should recognize that decent housing is human right, and provide adequate housing for all, especially for women in poverty.

[bookmark: _Toc177575195]Poor living conditions
In 2015, housing assistance was cut and heating subsidies in cold regions were also cut at the same time.[footnoteRef:6] In particular, in cold regions, there is a possibility that deaths and health problems caused by the cold indoors are occurring, but the actual situation is not being surveyed.  [6:  http://seikatuhogotaisaku.blog.fc2.com/blog-entry-244.html] 

In addition, in these years, the intense heat in summer is a serious problem not only in mild regions but in cold climates. It is possible to install air conditioning equipment with benefits or public funding loans, there is no subsidy for electricity bills. For this reason, there are cases where people have heatstroke even though they have air conditioning. In 2018, a woman with a disability died of heatstroke in a room with air conditioning. She could not pay the electric bill for months, so at the time, she could not turn it on.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  https://dominiren.gr.jp/newspaper/movement/371/] 

 These situations are challenges against the prerequisite of human rights in the Introduction of CEDAW.
Draft Recommendation:
The government should improve living conditions for all as the basis of every human right, especially for women in poverty.

[bookmark: _Hlk176833101][bookmark: _Toc177575196]Discouraging the Application and Use of Benefits for Single Mothers
Since the 1960s, because there were no new cases of loss of earning capacity due to war, single mothers and children were excluded from the relief system and were required to work,. The only exemption was bereavement. However, over 80 % of single mothers have been working since the end of the WWII in 1945. 
The national survey in 2022[footnoteRef:8] shows a poverty rate of 44.5% for single-parent households, and 90 % of single-parent households are single-mother household.  With the fact that 86.3% of single female parents were employed in the same year, it is clear that poverty is not eliminated only by employment. [8:  https://www.mhlw.go.jp/toukei/saikin/hw/k-tyosa/k-tyosa22/index.html] 

Some local governments actively exclude single mothers by reinforcing stigma. One ongoing practice is In Kiryu City, Gunma Prefecture. In this city, the number of benefit-receiving households decreased to half from 2011 to 2022. Especially, the number of single-mother households has decreased from 26 to 2 in the same period. No other reason than intended exclusion has been found[footnoteRef:9].  [9:  https://tsukuroi.tokyo/2024/04/07/2172/] 

  These situations are violating Article 1, 3, and 13. 
Draft Recommendation:
The government should recognize the responsibility for the human rights of children with single-mother and respect the economic rights of single mothers by securing their right to receive benefits. 

"Mobility or Public Assistance?" in rural areas
In rural areas, only consumer price is reflected in the benefit amount. Because of the cost of inconvenience, to live on Public Assistance is more difficult than in urban area. In addition, possession and use of private vehicles are not permitted under Public Assistance.  So, in rural areas, child support allowances (up to 62,700 yen for three children) for single parents are preferred more than Public Assistance. Each household pay the cost of cars from living expenses below the Public Assistance standard, so their lives fall into serious poverty.
These situations violate Articles 1, 3, 13, and 14. 
Draft Recommendations:
The government should measure the true living cost in rural areas, especially for women, concerning gender equality. The result should be used to determine benefit amounts in rural areas. Also, The government should abolish unreasonable restrictions on social security.

[bookmark: _Toc177575197]Resistance against Recovery from Disaster
In rural areas where welfare stigma is strong and the ratio of single-mother households in Public Assistance receiving families is small. resiliency is also lowered. 
In January 2024, the city of Wajima in Ishikawa Prefecture was hit by a major earthquake and was severely damaged. Before the earthquake, the city had over 2000 children of compulsory education age, but there were only 2 households with children in the age of Public Assistance[footnoteRef:10]. Since the earthquake, 40% of children moved away in three months with their parents. The situation that mothers and children in poverty are left behind in financial benefits, not only violates their human rights but also reduces the resilience of the community. [10:  https://www.city.wajima.ishikawa.jp/docs/2022103100034/file_contents/17_.pdf
] 

These situations are indicated to be eliminated in the Introduction of CEDAW, and Article 14.
Draft Recommendations:
The government should promote the use of welfare benefits, especially in rural areas. The government also should reduce welfare stigma, especially against mothers in poverty.

[bookmark: _Toc177575198]Lack of opportunities for higher education
Even though 80% of Japanese high school graduates go on to post-secondary education, households on public assistance are only entitled to high school education. If a child from a household on public assistance goes on to higher education, they will no longer be eligible for public assistance, and will have to pay all their living and school expenses themselves. In particular, girls are not provided with sufficient opportunities to escape poverty.
These situations are violating Article 10 of CEDAW. 
Draft Recommendations:
The government should provide the opportunity to attend post-secondary education for girls and women in poverty by expanding the right to education in Public Assistance.

[bookmark: _Toc177575199]Serious Human Rights Violation against Foreign Women in Provisional Release
The majority of foreigners without residence status are on provisional release from detention facilities. They are not allowed to be documented as residents, so they are not eligible for public health insurance and Public Assistance. Also, they are not allowed to work. To live with someone is one way of securing housing for those women. However, even if they become pregnant, they are not eligible for public support for pregnancy and birth-giving. Often, they lose their relationships and housing while pregnant.
Those situations are violating Article 16 of CEDAW.
Draft Recommendation:
The government should recognize human rights for foreign women regardless of their resident status, especially for foreign women in provisional release. First, the government should secure housing and protect their health, especially for foreign women during pregnancy. 

[bookmark: _Toc177575200]Ignorance to the UN recommendations
In May 2013, the CESCR made recommendations that included improvements to public assistance, but the situation described above has not improved at all. On the day that the CESCR's recommendations were conveyed to Japan, the Cabinet submitted a bill to revise public assistance to the Diet that was completely contrary to the recommendations, and it was passed within the same year. 
In March 2016, CEDAW also made recommendations that included improvements to social and economic benefits, but these have not been reflected in policy at all.
  Those situations are violating Article 24 of CEDAW.
Draft Recommendations:
The government should show respect to recommendations, especially concerning with Public Assistance as a basis for human rights protection.
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