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Executive Summary 

The objectives of this report are (i) to give an overview of the history of the trade 
regime relating to agricultural products, (ii) to clarify some aspects of international trade of 
agricultural products, and (iii) to discuss the effects of trade liberalization in the past, in the 
present and in the future. 

Looking back at the history of agricultural trade policies since the early 1960s when 
Japan started to liberalize its economy, we can divide the period into three phases according to 
how Japan opened its agricultural markets. The first phase started in the early 1960s. The 
second phase of import liberalization was triggered in 1968 by the Kennedy Round agreement 
and by bilateral negotiations with the US. Since the early 1980s, Japan has faced greater 
pressure to open its markets both in international relationships and from public opinion inside 
(the third phase). Appreciation of the currency since 1985, in particular, increased nominal rates 
of protection of Japanese products and lowered competitiveness of domestic production. More 
critical commodities began to be liberalized and the UR round was concluded.  

According to the historical review, it is clear that the earlier import liberalization was 
implemented, the less it was expected to affect domestic production. Among the main items 
liberalized in the first phase, maize, soybeans, sorghum and coffee are characterized by a 
relatively low level of domestic production, while domestic consumption of these products was 
expected to increase strongly due to economic growth. In the context of both government 
decision making and research activities, the later trade liberalization was considered, the more 
heated the dispute whether and how liberalization should actually be conducted. 

As for the current situation, most agricultural imports are tariffied. However, rice is the 
exception, because the Japanese government took great care of the rice sector in the post-war 
period. Trade barriers to some products other than rice seem to be relatively high, even under 
comprehensive tariffication, especially for wheat, starch, pork, sugar, designated dairy products 
and vegetable oil. In addition, tariffs applied to some commodities are often very sophisticated 
and complicated. Examples are the tariff escalation cases of oil seeds and oils, tariff ‘de-
escalation’ cases of wheat and its products, seasonal differential duties on bananas and citrus 
fruits, application of tariff quotas for many liberalized items, and introduction of a differential 
duty system for pork. 

When facing trade liberalization of a specific commodity, the Japanese government 
has introduced some schemes as countermeasures to support the corresponding domestic 
production, when liberalization is expected to cause a serious problem. Typical examples are 
found in the cases of oil crops such as soybeans and rapeseed, sugar and beef calves. While 
specific purposes were not declared in law to weaken the effects of the liberalization, Japan is 
administering a large number of domestic support policies for some important products, such as 
rice, wheat, meat and dairy products. How and to what extent domestic production and farm 
incomes would be affected by changes in trade policies are closely linked to the effectiveness of 
those domestic measures. 

A lot of historical surveys and general descriptions are found in the literature and in 
government statements. Regarding the effects of trade liberalization, whether it has been 
already implemented, is being implemented or will likely beimplemented in the near future, 
many articles analyze implementation issues, and some of them have conducted evaluations 
employing econometric analyses. The amount of research focusing on effects of import 
liberalization on domestic production and consumption has increased since the early 1980s.  

In post-war Japan imports dominated exports in the field of international trade of 
agricultural, forestry and fisheries (AFF) products. In 1963, exports of AFF products amounted 
to US$ 564 million, i.e., 10.3% of US$ 545 billion of total exports, while imports of AFF 
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products amounted to US$ 2.9 billion, i.e., 43.4% of the total imports. The percentage share of 
AFF products in Japanese exports decreased considerably to 1.3% in 1984 and to 0.7% in 1996, 
while nominal values of AFF product exports increased to US$ 3.0 billion in 1996. Imports of 
AFF products in nominal value also increased drastically to US$ 75.1 billion, but the share in 
total imports decreased to 21-25% in recent years. Trends in imports by major agricultural 
product are: (i) while Japan accepted the minimum access commitment of rice according to the 
UR agreement, the volume of rice imported has been very limited; (ii) self-sufficiency ratios of 
other crops, such as wheat, soybeans, feed crops, raw sugar and oil crops have been very low 
since decades ago; and (iii) imports of livestock products have considerably increased since the 
late 1980s. 

The overall decline of Japanese agricultural production in the post-war period has led 
to a lower rate of food self-sufficiency. It is clear that trade liberalization has played an 
important part in the above trend in food self-sufficiency, but at the same time we have to take 
into consideration other basic conditions, such as resource endowment and dietary changes. 
Japanese agriculture as a whole has lost its comparative advantage in the process of economic 
development. The self-sufficiency of land using crops such as wheat and pulses is extremely 
low, while rice is an exception. 
In order to identify the effects of trade liberalization, investigation and analysis have to be 
conducted carefully taking into account the above two considerations, i.e., domestic measures 
and basic economic conditions. 
Other important features clarified in this study could be summarized as follows: 

• Equipment for transportation both from abroad and inland has not restricted 
international trade. Cargo shipments by aircraft also contributed to the development of 
international trade of perishable products. 

• Sanitary and phytosanitary measures are effective to restrict importation of many 
agricultural products.  

• In evaluating the possible effects of market access increase of some foreign products, 
their quality compared to that of domestic products has to be taken into consideration, 
because Japanese consumers in general are very sensitive to quality, such as taste, 
freshness, grade, additives and contaminants, production date, etc. 

• To cope with the above two problems, increase in overseas production by Japanese 
companies and in transfer of technology and know-how are outstanding events since 
the late 1980s. 
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