Consideration of the Government of Japan’s Third Report concerning the ICESCR
Opening Statement by the Head of the Japanese delegation
Distinguished members of the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights,
At the beginning of the consideration by the Committee on the third periodic report of the Government of Japan concerning the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, I would like to express, on behalf of the Japanese delegation, my sincere respect for the Committee today, as the Committee is working tirelessly with the objective of ensuring the observance of economic, social and cultural rights.
As a matter of course, international covenants and treaties are important not only in their ratification, but also to the extent that the rights stipulated in them are protected and promoted domestically by each State party. From this perspective, I believe it is meaningful to have the opportunity to reflect the status of implementation of the Covenant in Japan through the committee’s review, taking into account the observations of the human rights treaty bodies responsible for examining the implementation. 
　Based on the belief that human rights are universal values and legitimate matters of concern for the international community, Japan is making vigorous efforts to protect and promote those rights. Building upon this belief, Japan has submitted the third government report on domestic implementation of the rights protected by the Covenant to the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.
A number of ministries and agencies engaged in the process of preparing the report. Moreover, the Government welcomed opinions from civil society at large through the website of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and conducted dialogues twice with civil society, including NGOs. The Government recognizes the important role played by civil society in promoting respect for human rights. Therefore, it intends to continue such dialogue.
　Even after submitting the government report, the Government has been steadily implementing administrative and legislative measures. I would like to focus here on explaining specific activities that Japan has recently conducted with regard to the Covenant, together with its underlying philosophy.
<Gender Equality>
　Under the Second Basic Plan for Gender Equality, Japan has set the target of increasing the share of women in leadership positions to at least around 30% by 2020 in all fields of society and has conducted such activities as adopting the “Program for Accelerating Women’s Social Participation”. As a result, Japan has made steady progress, as shown by an increase in the share of women in corporate management positions, for example. Also, under the Third Basic Plan for Gender Equality, which was adopted in 2010, the “goal and timetable” method, which set target figures and time limits in each priority field, was introduced, and additional activities are being conducted to achieve the targets.
<Human Trafficking>
　Although the number of identified cases of human trafficking is not large, such trafficking represents a grave infringement of human rights and requires a quick and appropriate response from the humanitarian point of view. Therefore, in December 2009, Japan adopted the 2009 Action Plan to Combat Trafficking in Persons, and ministries and agencies involved in prevention, law enforcement and protection are continuing to work together in taking action to combat human trafficking. Japan is conducting activities to protect as many victims of human trafficking as possible. For example, in July 2011, in order to ensure thorough protection of victims of human trafficking including women and children, Japan compiled a set of viewpoints for the protection of victims and measures that should be taken by relevant administrative organizations.
<Persons with Disabilities>
In recent years, Japan has carried out intensive reform of institutional systems regarding persons with disabilities. In 2011, Japan made amendments to the Basic Act for Persons with Disabilities, including the addition of a clause that reflects the principle of giving reasonable accommodation as specified under the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. On April 26th, the Government has submitted to the Diet a bill which promotes eliminating discrimination on the basis of disability. Moreover, the number of jobs obtained by persons with disabilities through “Hello Work”, public employment security offices, in fiscal 2011 rose to the highest level ever thanks to the vocational guidance provided by Hello Work, which is carefully tailored to the abilities and aptitudes of persons with disabilities. In addition, Japan is making steady progress in the employment of persons with disabilities, as the number of persons with disabilities working at private companies registered record highs for nine consecutive years through 2012. 
<Employment Support Measures>
　As the employment situation in Japan has rapidly deteriorated due to the impact of the global economic crisis, the Government of Japan has implemented emergency employment support measures by adopting an economic package and formulating a budget in a timely manner. Specifically, in order to maintain jobs and stabilize people’s lives, the Government strengthened the safety net function for non-regular workers and the reemployment support function for job leavers. In addition, by fiscal 2010, the Government provided a budget allocation of 350 billion yen for the creation of new jobs in the fields of the environment and energy, which Japan intends to support as priority areas, and created 198,000 new jobs by the end of fiscal 2011. Moreover, in order to enable job seekers to obtain jobs that match their needs in a timely fashion, the Government has strengthened the framework of support, for example, by establishing Hello Work offices dedicated to strengthening employment support for youth in prefectures across the nation. As a result, despite the impact of the Great East Japan Earthquake in 2011, the unemployment rate improved to 4.3% by February 2013. The Government of Japan will continue to provide employment support carefully tailored to individual circumstances.
<Social Security Systems>
　Japan has been promoting the integrated reform of social security and tax systems in order to secure a stable revenue source and maintain the sustainability of social security systems at a time when drastic change is occurring in the social and economic situations, such as a rapidly aging society coupled with a shrinking population of children, change in the foundation of employment due to an increase in non-regular workers, and changes in family and community structures.
  For example, regarding the pension system, Japan has relaxed the insurance premium requirement for pension payment so that more people can receive pension benefits. It has also enhanced the future payment of pension benefits for short-time workers, mainly women, by expanding the range of people eligible for employee pensions.
While putting top priority on self-help and independence, it is necessary to provide strong support for the vulnerable through a combination of mutual assistance and public support. The Government will continue to implement further reform of social security systems in light of the debate being conducted at the National Council for Social Security.
<Great East Japan Earthquake>
The Government of Japan has made it a top priority to achieve recovery from the Great East Japan Earthquake of March 2011, and the public and private sectors have been working together on the recovery effort based on the Basic Guidelines for Reconstruction. For example, the Government has supported people affected by the earthquake by making use of programs for the provision of funds to assist housing reconstruction, town rebuilding and rebuilding of the lives of the affected people. Relevant organizations will continue to work together to accelerate the recovery effort.
Moreover, in order to enable medium- to long-term health management of the residents of Fukushima Prefecture, particularly children, the Government is providing financial and technical assistance to the prefecture. As for the present situation in Fukushima and the current health management of residents there, international organizations such as the WHO (World Health Organization) and UNSCEAR (UN Scientific Committee on the Effects of Atomic Radiation) are conducting analyses and assessments. The Government will continue to conduct appropriate health management of residents from the perspective of scientific rationality and ethics.
<Withdrawal of the Reservation concerning Article 13-2(b) and (c)> 
　Regarding the right to education, in applying the provisions of sub-paragraphs (b) and (c) of paragraph 2 of Article 13 of the Covenant, the Government of Japan had reserved the right not to be bound “in particular by the progressive introduction of free education” referred to in the said provisions. However, on September 11, 2012, the Government informed the Secretary-General that it had decided to withdraw this reservation. This action was taken in light of the fact that, in recent years, (i) Japan introduced a mechanism to help to cover senior high school tuition fees in order to enable students to devote themselves to learning without worry, regardless of family economic conditions, and also that (ii) regarding higher education, Japan has been striving to reduce the economic burden on students through financial support for the reduction or waiver of university tuition fees and scholarship loan programs. The Government intends to continue to enhance relevant measures so that all people can be afforded equal educational opportunities.
<Ainu People>
Regarding the Ainu people, the Government of Japan is striving to raise their living standards and narrow the inequality between them and other people by implementing measures to stabilize their lives and employment situations and enhance education in a comprehensive manner. In particular, we have seen some improvement in the ratio of people receiving public livelihood assistance as well as in the university enrollment ratio. Moreover, in 2008, the Government formally recognized the Ainu as an indigenous people of Japan; and in 2010, it established the Council for Ainu Policy Promotion, whose members include some Ainu people. This council is discussing comprehensive and effective measures to promote the rights of the Ainu, including the creation of the "Symbolic Space for Ethnic Harmony," which will serve as the national center concerning the revival of the Ainu culture. The Government intends to continue active efforts to build a prosperous, symbiotic society in which Ainu people can live with dignity.
<Activities to Eliminate Discrimination against Hansen’s Disease>
Moreover, the Government is leading an international initiative to address issues of leprosy discrimination, based on Japan’s experience. In 2010, the Government proposed to the U.N. General Assembly a resolution calling for due consideration to be given to the Principles and Guidelines for the Elimination of Discrimination against Persons Affected by Leprosy and Their Family Members, and the resolution was unanimously adopted. Recognizing the importance of disseminating and promoting these Principles and Guidelines, the Government decided to extend the term of the delegation for the Goodwill Ambassador for the Human Rights of People Affected by Leprosy, and the Government is continuing to address leprosy issues in cooperation with this Goodwill Ambassador.
Distinguished members of the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights,
　Japan intends to continue to make constant efforts to ensure that economic, cultural and social rights are respected and secured. Moreover, in today’s review of the report concerning the Covenant, the Japanese delegation is ready to respond in good faith with regard to issues of your concern. I hope that meaningful discussions will be held today.
  Thank you for your attention.
(End)
