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■Abstract 
 

Agricultural structure policies of Japan have been implemented until today on the basis 
of a fundamental policy for developing “efficient and stable agriculture management”, 
which was announced in a long-term vision of agricultural policy for the 21st century, 
named the “New Direction of Food, Agricultural and Rural Policy” of 1992 as well as in the 
“Food, Agriculture and Rural Areas Basic Act” enacted in 1999. The purpose of this paper 
is not only to reveal real conditions of Japan’s agriculture primarily by referring to results 
of the 2015 Census of Agriculture and Forestry, but also to give consideration to the future 
prospect of its agricultural structure. 

In the five years from 2010, agriculture management entities decreased by nearly 20 
percent. On the other hand, both of organized agriculture management entities and 
corporation management entities have been increasing. Simultaneously, consolidation of 
farmlands to large-scale agriculture management entities and community-based farm 
management corporations has been in progress. Although the population mainly engaged 
in farming and household members engaged in farming have both declined remarkably, not 
only beginning farmers who joined agriculture after leaving their non-agricultural 
occupations or returning to their hometowns, but also permanent workers employed by 
various types of agriculture management entities continue to increase. 

In a rice farming sector of Japan, some of agriculture management entities are 
expanding their management scales since other small-scale rice producers have 
increasingly retired from farming. “Certified farmers”, including organized agriculture 
management entities, whose five-year plans to improve their farm management have been 
“certified” by their respective municipal governments providing those farmers with 
financial and other policy supports prior to other farmers, have increased their share in 
the total rice planted area to 40.9 percent. Meanwhile, rice farming management entities 
with planted acreage of less than 1 hectare still constitute as much as 70 percent of the 
total rice farming management entities in the country. 

The number of farm households is expected to further decline. Consolidation of 
farmlands cultivated by small farmers to larger agriculture management entities will also 
be promoted for years to come. However, these larger management entities are already 
being confronted with challenges of how to facilitate more aggregation of farmlands in the 
consolidation projects as well as how to secure labor force necessary for farm works. Japan’ 
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farm policy will be required to pursue a new paradigm of agriculture aiming at 
emphasizing recycles of natural resources, relationship with local communities and 
collaboration between farmers and consumers, instead of the current policy course based 
on the “agricultural sector growth industry theory”.  
  

■Introduction   
 

The Japanese administration decided the “New Direction of Food, Agricultural and 
Rural Policy” or so-called the “New Policy” in 1992, when the Uruguay Round of 
multilateral trade negotiations sponsored by the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade 
(GATT) entered their final phase, and set forth a policy direction of developing “efficient 
and stable farm management” in the country. The decision of the New Policy was followed 
by an enactment of the Act on Promotion of Improvement of Agricultural Management 
Foundation in 1993, which introduced the Certified Farmers System. In 1995, the Staple 
Food Control Act was abolished and the Food, Agriculture and Rural Areas Basic Act was 
enforced in 1999 for the purpose of responding to the system of the World Trade 
Organization (WTO) which replaced GATT in 1995. The Japanese government, 
furthermore, launched a new policy program in 2002 for stabilizing rice farming 
management, exclusively targeting the certified farmers (Nintei-Nogyosha) operating an 
agriculture management entity in a scale larger than a designated level as well as 
community-based agriculture management organizations (Shuraku-Eino-Sosiki), on the 
basis of the Framework for Rice Policy Reform decided in the same year. By conducting a 
series of these farm policy reforms, Japan has facilitated the implementation of 
agricultural structure policies. 

However, the introduction of this selective system in the rice policy gave rise to great 
opposition among farmers who criticized the system for disregarding actual conditions of 
agriculture and rural areas. This partly played a role in triggering a regime change in 2009 
from the long-ruling Liberal Democratic Party’s (LDP) administration to the then 
Democratic Party-led government which party had announced in its manifesto for the 2009 
general election that a farm household income compensation program targeting all of farm 
households would be newly carried out throughout the country. Since LDP regained control 
of government in 2012, however, Japan joined the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) free 
trade negotiations under the administration of Prime Minister Shinzo Abe in 2013, and 
Shinzo Abe’s administration took a strong initiative to rapidly promote reforms not only of 
agricultural policies, but also of agricultural cooperative organizations. In this context, the 
Agricultural Competitiveness Enhancement Support Act was enacted in the spring of 2017. 
The Japanese government, moreover, plans to initiate a major reform of rice policy in fiscal 
2018. 

At a grass-root-level in rural communities, meanwhile, farmers belonging to so-called 
Showa single-digit generation, who were born between 1926 and 1934 and played a central 
role in sustaining post-war Japanese agriculture, are now over the age of eighty, finding it 
difficult for them to continue farm works. Under thus circumstances, the number of farm 
households is continuously declining, while some of agriculture management entities are 
expanding their management scales. 

Japan’s agriculture is now at a major crossroads, in which the following questions are 
being raised: how past farm policies have influenced today’s agricultural structure of 
Japan, what is the current situation of Japanese agriculture, and which direction Japan’s 
agriculture will proceed in the future? This paper will not only reveal the real conditions of 
Japanese agriculture by answering these questions on the basis of results of the 2015 
Census of Agriculture and Forestry, but also consider future prospects of agricultural 
structure and farm management entities.  
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1. Continuous decreases in farm households and agriculture management 

entities 
1.1 Definitions of farm households and agriculture management entities 
 

Agriculture was characterized as a type of occupation of people inherently aiming at 
making a living out of securing their own food by themselves. In Japanese agriculture, 
family management entities called “Noka (farm households)” traditionally took charge of 
producing food. Japan’s agricultural census, therefore, was formerly systematized mainly 
with data on farm households, while agriculture management corporations were regarded 
as “agricultural establishments other than farm households” in the census survey. 

When the census survey was conducted in 2005, however, a new concept of “agriculture 
management entity (Nogyo-Keieitai)” was introduced in order to reflect governmental 
policy measures for promoting incorporation of these management entities as well as 
growth of corporation management entities. In the same year, the agricultural census 
began to report statistics on farm households in parallel with those on the agriculture 
management entities. A category of agriculture management entities consists of 
commercial farm households, excluding small-scale non-commercial farm households, and 
organized management entities like corporation management entities and 
community-based agriculture management entities. In this way, today’s agricultural 
census has been systematized mainly with data on commercial farm households and 
corporation management entities.  

Definitions of a farm household, a farm, and an agriculture management entity differ 
depending on the period and country. In Japan’s existing census of agriculture, a “farm 
household” is defined as a “household engaged in farming and managing cultivated lands 
of 10 ares (0.1 hectare) or more, or earning more than 150,000 yen per year from sales of 
agricultural products”. An “agriculture management entity” is given a definition of an 
“establishment that performs agricultural production and fulfills at least one of the 
following conditions: (1) it manages 30 ares or more cultivated lands, (2) it possesses a 
cultivated area of vegetables, a fruit orchard or a number of livestock animals that is equal 
to or greater than a certain standard, equivalent to sales of agricultural products of 
500,000 yen per year, and (3) it undertakes farm works of other farmers on contract basis. 

It should be added here that farm households were generally classified in past years into 
three categories of full-time farm households, part-time farm households category I with 
farm income more than non-farm income, and part-time farm households category II with 
non-farm income more than farm income. In 1990, the Japanese government introduced a 
new way of classifying farm households into two categories. One is a “commercial farm 
household (Hanbai-Noka)”, that manages cultivated lands of more than 30 ares or earns 
more than 500,000 yen per year from sales of agricultural products. The other one is a 
“non-commercial farm household (Jikyuteki-Noka)” that manages cultivated lands from 10 
to 30 ares and earns less than 500,000 yen per year from sales of agricultural products. In 
1995, furthermore, the commercial farm households were classified into three categories as 
follows: (1) a “business farm household (Shugyo-Noka)” whose main source of income (50 
percent or more) is farming and which possesses at least one family member under the age 
of 65 who is engaged in self-employed farming for more than 60 days per year, (2) a 
“semi-business farm household (Jyun-Shugyo-Noka)” whose main income is from sources 
other than agriculture and which possesses at least one family member under the age of 65 
who is engaged in self-employed farming for more than 60 days per year, and (3) a 
“side-business farm household (Fukugyoteki-Noka)” without any family members under 
the age of 65 who is engaged in self-employed farming for more than 60 days per year. 
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1.2 Agriculture management entities 
 

Agriculture management entities totaled 1,377 thousand in 2015, which decreased by 
302 thousand or 18.0 percent in the five years from 2010 to 2015. These management 
entities were comprised of 1,344 thousand family management entities and 33 thousand 
organized management entities. In the same period, family management entities 
decreased by 18.4 percent, while organized management entities showed an increase of 6.4 
percent (See Table 1). 

Table 1 Outline of agriculture management entities 
(Unit: 1,000 management entities, 1,000 hectares, hectare/entity, %) 

 2005 2010 2015 2010／ 
2005(%)  

2015／ 
2010(%) 

Agriculture management entity 2,009 1,679 1,377 △ 16.4 △ 18.0 

 

Family management entities 1,981 1,648 1,344 △ 16.8 △ 18.4 

Organized management 
entities 28.1 31.0 33.0 10.4 6.4 

Corporation management entities 19.1 21.6 27.1 13.6 25.3 

 

Ag. producers cooperative 
corps. 2.6 4.0 6.2 55.1 53.1 

Joint-stock companies 10.9 12.7 16.1 16.9 26.3 

Others 5.6 4.8 4.8 △ 14.0 △ 0.6 

Cultivated land area under 
management 3,693 3,632 3,451 △ 1.7 △ 5.0 

 
Average area per management 
entity 1.84 2.16 2.51 17.4 16.2 

Area of cultivated land rented from 
others 824 1,063 1,164 28.9 9.5 

 Ratio of cultivated land rented 22.3 29.3 33.7 ＋7.0 ＋4.4 

SOURCES: Compiled from “Census of Agriculture and Forestry in Japan”, Ministry of 
Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (MAFF) 

 
In particular, incorporation of agriculture management entities has been making steady 

progress. Corporation agriculture management entities increased by 5.5 thousand or 25.3 
percent to 27.1 thousand in the above-mentioned five years, which consisted of 4.3 
thousand family management entities and 22.8 thousand organized management entities 
in 2015. Out of the 27.1 thousand corporation management entities, joint stock companies 
reached 16.1 thousand, including limited liability companies, which were followed by 6.2 
thousand agricultural producers cooperative corporations and 4.8 thousand other types of 
organized management entities. In the five-year period, these stock companies and 
cooperative corporations increased by 26.3 percent and 53.1 percent respectively. On the 
other hand, non-corporation organized management entities or voluntary management 
organizations, including community-based agriculture management entities, declined from 
13.6 thousand in 2010 to 9.8 thousand in 2015, because a large number of 
community-based organizations converted themselves into corporations. 
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With regard to classification of agriculture management entities by annual sales of 
agricultural commodities, management entities with the sales of less than 500,000 yen 
reached 602 thousand in 2015, accounting for as much as 43.7 percent of the total. This 
group is followed by 211 thousand management entities (15.3 percent) with the sales from 
500,000 to 1 million yen. Agriculture management entities with larger sales of 10-20 
million yen counted 67 thousand management entities (4.9 percent), followed by 42 
thousand management entities (3.1 percent) with the sales of 20-50 million yen and 17 
thousand management entities (1.2 percent) with the sales of more than 50 million yen. 
That is to say, large-scale agriculture management entities with sales of farm products 
exceeding 10 million yen per year increased to 126 thousand in 2015, constituting 9.2 
percent of the total agriculture management entities in Japan. 

In terms of management entity types, single-crop agriculture management entities, 
whose sales of the main agricultural commodity account for over 80 percent of the total 
sales, constitute 79.5 percent of the total agriculture management entities, followed by 
15.5 percent of semi-single crop agriculture management entities, whose sales of the said 
commodity account for 60 to 80 percent, and 5.0 percent of multi-crop agriculture 
management entities whose sales of the said commodity account for less than 60 percent. 
Namely, specialization in agriculture management or “single farming” has made 
continuous progress, and the proportion of “multiple farming” has been declining. 
 
1.3 Farm households 
 

The number of farm households stood at 2,155 thousand in 2015 after declining by 373 
thousand or 14.7 percent as compared to that in 2010 (See Table 2). As the decrease in farm 
households was further accelerated, the total number of these households in 2015 fell to 
nearly one third of 6.06 million in 1960 when Japan entered an early stage of the post-war 
rapid economic growth.  

Commercial farm households represented 61.7 percent (1,330 thousand in number) of 
the total farm households in 2015, down 18.5 percent from 2010. Non-commercial farm 
households counted 826 thousand or 38.3 percent of the total in the same year, declining by 
7.9 percent in the five-year period from 2010. Although both of these farm households 
declined, the rate of decrease in commercial farm households surpassed that in 
non-commercial farm households. Of the total commercial farm households, business farm 
households numbered 294 thousand (22.1 percent) in 2015, down 18.3 percent from 2010, 
which were followed by 257 thousand semi-business farm households, down 33.9 percent, 
and 779 thousand side-business farm households, down 11.8 percent. Namely, the number 
of the semi-business farm households has shown a more remarkable decrease in recent 
years. It needs to be noted here that there are all sorts of “commercial farm households”. 
As many as 578 thousand farm households, constituting 43.4 percent of the total 
commercial farm households, averagely gained less than 500,000 yen from annual sales of 
agricultural commodities, while commercial farm households with the sales of more than 
500,000 yen stood at 852 thousand, accounting for nearly 40 percent of the total farm 
households in Japan. 

In 2015, the number of land tenure non-farm households (Note 1), 1,414 thousand, 
surpassed that of commercial farm households for the first time in the history of 
agricultural census. In the five-year period from 2010, the land tenure non-farm 
households increased by 40 thousand or 2.9 percent. This is, however, equivalent to only 
one ninth of the decrease (373 thousand households) in the total farm households, 
suggesting that absentee farmland owners increased to a certain extent during the same 
period (Note 2). 

The farm household population, which indicates total family members of the commercial 
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farm households, declined by 25.0 percent to 4,880 thousand persons not only because farm 
households themselves decreased, but also because an average number of those family 
members shrank from 4.0 persons in 2010 to 3.7 persons in 2015. Such farm households as 
three-generation families lived together already decreased, while single-person farm 
households and married-couple farm households continued to increase (Note 3). Although 
the agricultural census does not cover family members of non-commercial farm households, 
it can be conceived that those farm households only with an aged person(s) have been 
increasing similarly as increasing among family members of commercial farm households.  

Table 2 Trends in various types of farm households 
(Unit: 1,000 households, 1,000 persons, person/household, %)  

SOURCES: Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (See Table 1) 
(Note) Data on family members of farm households, household members engaged in own farming, 

population mainly engaged in farming, and core persons mainly engaged in farming do not 
include those on farm households other than commercial farm households. 

 
(Note 1) “Land tenure non-farm households” are defined as “households other than farm households 

possessing cultivated lands and abandoned cultivated lands of 5 ares or more in total”. These 
households includes ones that are not defined as farm households such as former farm 
households which still possess some farmlands, but lease the farmlands instead of being 
engaged in farming, as well as households engaged in crop production with cultivated lands of 
less than 10 ares. It should be added that owners of farmlands with less than 5 ares are not 
included in the land tenure non-farm households, and the agricultural census does not make 
any survey on absentee farmland owners.  

(Note 2) The decrease in the total farm households, nevertheless, too widely diverges from the 

 1990 2000 2005 2010 2015 2015／ 
2010(%) 

No. of farm households 3,835 3,120 2,848 2,528 2,155 △ 14.7 

 

Commercial farm 
households 2,971 2,337 1,963 1,631 1,330 △ 18.5 

 

Business farm 
households 820 500 429 360 294 △ 18.3 

Semi-business farm 
households 

954 599 443 389 257 △ 33.9 

Side-business farm 
households 1,196 1,237 1,091 883 779 △ 11.8 

Non-commercial farm 
households 864 783 885 897 826 △ 7.9 

Land tenure non-farm 
households 775 1,098 1,201 1,374 1,414 2.9 

Family members of farm 
households 13,502 10,467 8,371 6,503 4,880 △ 25.0 

 
No. of family members 
per household 4.5 4.5 4.3 4.0 3.7 △ 7.5 

Household members 
engaged in own farming 

8,793 6,857 5,562 4,536 3,399 △ 25.1 

Population mainly 
engaged in farming 4,819 3,891 3,353 2,606 2,097 △ 19.5 

Core persons mainly 
engaged in farming 2,927 2,400 2,241 2,051 1,754 △ 14.5 
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increase in land tenure non-farm households. There is a high possibility that the agricultural 
census survey itself does not fully grasp the actual conditions of ownership and utilization of 
farmlands registered by retired or deceased farmers. 

(Note 3) A statistics on farm households classified by the number of family members is not available 
in the 2015 agricultural census. According to the 2005 census, in which the said data was 
presented, proportions of single-person farm households and two-person farm households 
(mainly married-couple farm households) were 3.2 percent and 19.4 percent respectively. 
Although the single-person farm households supposedly increased thereafter, it seems that a 
ratio of the single-person farm households remains at a considerably lower level than the 
national average of 34.5 percent including single-person households in urban areas (2015 
national census). It should be also added that 620 thousand single-generation farm households 
accounted for 19.9 percent of the total farm households (3,120 thousand) in the year of 2000. 
The proportion of three (or more)-generation farm households, 1,140 thousand households, 
still constituted 36.7 percent of the total farm households in the same year. 

 
2. Progress in farmland consolidation and management scale expansion 
2.1 Prefectures excluding Hokkaido prefecture 
 

Agriculture management entities in 46 prefectures out of all 47, excluding Hokkaido 
prefecture, totaled 1,337 thousand in 2015, down 18.1 percent from 2010. In particular, 
small-scale agriculture management entities with a land holding of less than 2 hectares 
recorded the biggest decline among the agriculture management entities during the five 
years from 2010 to 2015, while management entities with more than 10 hectares of 
farmlands increased by more than 20 percent (See Table 3). As a result, these changes 
contributed to a steady expansion of management scales of the agriculture management 
entities in terms of an average land holding under management in the 46 prefectures as 
follows: 1.34 hectares in 2005, 1.57 hectares in 2010, and 1.80 hectares in 2015. 

Meanwhile, agriculture management entities with a land holding of less than 1 hectare, 
737 thousand in number, still represent 55.1 percent of the total management entities. 
Agriculture management entities with the holding of less than 2 hectares account for as 
much as 79.8 percent. Namely, most of agriculture management entities are operated on a 
small-scale, which situation has remained unchanged in the 46 prefecture of Japan. Even 
though larger agriculture management entities have been increasing, the numbers of these 
management entities with a land holding of 20-30 hectares as well as those with more than 
30 hectares are only 4,850 and 5,216 respectively. 

In terms of shares of agriculture management entity groups in the total cultivated lands 
under management, management entities with a land holding of less than 1 hectare and 
those with less than 2 hectares respectively account for 17.1 percent and 36.1 percent of 
the total cultivated lands. On the other hand, cultivated lands of management entities 
with more than 5 hectares, representing only 5.6 percent of the total agriculture 
management entities, occupy 40.3 percent of the total cultivated land in the 46 prefectures. 
Larger management entities with more than 20 hectares, constituting only 0.7 percent of 
the total management entities, also occupy as much as 17.3 percent of the total cultivated 
land. 

In addition, non-commercial farm households stand at 819 thousand in the 46 
prefectures, which have 146 thousand hectares of cultivated land under management in 
total (an average land holding of 0.18 hectare), occupying only about 6 percent of the total 
cultivated lands. There are 1,395 thousand land tenure non-farm households in the 46 
prefectures. These households possess farmlands of 564 thousand hectares in total with an 
average land holding of 0.4 hectare per household, most of which are leased to farmers and 
agriculture management entities. 
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Table 3 Distribution of agriculture management entities by cultivated land  
acreage under management 

46 prefectures (excluding Hokkaido) 
(Unit: 1,000 management entities, 1,000 hectares, %)  

 

2010 2015 2015/ 
2010(%) 

No. of 
manageme
nt entities 

No. of 
manageme
nt entities 

Compositio
n ratio（%） 

Cultivated 
land area 

Compositio
n ratio(%) 

No. of 
manageme
nt entities 

Less than 0.5 
hectare 373 303 22.6 105 4.4 △ 18.9 

0.5‐1.0 555 434 32.5 305 12.7 △ 21.8 
1.0-2.0 414 331 24.8 456 19.0 △ 20.0 
2.0-3.0 135 114 8.6 273 11.4 △ 15.5 
3.0-5.0 87 79 5.9 296 12.3 △ 9.6 

5.0-10.0 46 47 3.5 317 13.2 3.2 
10.0-20.0 14 17 1.3 234 9.8 22.0 

20.0‐30.0 4 5 0.4 116 4.8 23.3 
More than 

30.0 hectares 4 5 0.4 299 12.5 29.1 

Total 1,633 1,337 100.0 2,401 100.0 △ 18.1 

Hokkaido prefecture 
(Unit: 1,000 management entities, 1,000 hectares, %)  

 

2010 2015 2015/ 
2010(%) 

No. of 
manageme
nt entities 

No. of 
manageme
nt entities 

Compositio
n ratio（%） 

Cultivated 
land area 

Compositio
n ratio（%） 

No. of 
manageme
nt entities 

Less than 1 
hectare 4.7 3.9 9.6 1 0.1 △ 17.3 

1‐3 4.4 3.5 8.6 6 0.6 △ 20.9 
3-5 3.5 2.8 6.8 11 1.0 △ 19.8 

5-10 6.6 5.2 12.9 38 3.6 △ 21.2 
10-20 9.4 8.0 19.6 115 11.0 △ 15.2 
20-30 5.9 5.4 13.4 134 12.7 △ 7.2 
30-50 6.4 6.1 15.1 233 22.2 △ 4.6 

50-100 4.7 4.6 11.3 306 29.1 △ 2.3 
More than 100 

hectares 0.9 1.2 2.9 206 19.6 28.8 

Total 46.5 40.7 100.0 1,050 100.0 △ 12.5 
SOURCES: Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (See Table 1) 
 
2.2 Hokkaido prefecture  
 

Agriculture management entities in Hokkaido prefecture numbered 40.7 thousand in 
2015. Although these management entities declined by 12.5 percent in the five-year period 
from 2010, the rate of the decrease is smaller than that in other 46 prefectures (See Table 
3). If they are classified into groups by area of cultivated lands under management, every 
group of management entities, except that of management entities with cultivated lands of 
more than 100 hectares, decreased in the same period. On the other hand, meanwhile, the 
number of larger management entities with those lands of more than 100 hectares 
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increased by nearly 30 percent to 1.2 thousand in these five years. As a result, an average 
cultivated land under management per management entity also grew to 25.8 hectares in 
2015, up 12.2 percent as compared to 23.0 hectares in 2010. 

Scales of agriculture management operation in Hokkaido prefecture have been widely 
diversified. Agriculture management entities with cultivated lands under management 
from 10 to 20 hectares, counting some 8 thousand in number, make up the largest group 
that accounts for 20 percent of the total management entities in the prefecture. If the 
numbers of smaller management entity groups are combined, however, groups of 
management entities with less than 10 hectares constitute 37.9 percent of the total 
management entities, while groups of larger management entities with more than 50 
hectares account for 14.3 percent. In terms of area of cultivated lands under management, 
the former groups constitute only 5.3 percent of the total cultivated lands, while the latter 
groups occupy as much as 48.7 percent. In this way, an upsizing trend of agriculture 
management entities has been underway in the agricultural sector of Hokkaido prefecture 
(Note 4). 

 
(Note 4) There are 6.3 thousand non-commercial farm households in Hokkaido prefecture, much 

fewer than those in other 46 prefectures. Land tenure non-farm households count only 18.9 
thousand in the Hokkaido prefecture. 

  
2.3 Recent movement of farmland consolidation  
 
 The national total area of leased farmlands reached 1,164 thousand hectares in 2015, 

showing an increase of 9.5 percent over the five-year period from 2010. Mobilization of 
farmlands has been making steady progress in Japan, which can be reconfirmed in an 
increase in proportion of leased farmlands to the total area of cultivated lands under 
management: 22.3 percent in 2005, 29.3 percent in 2010 and 33.7 percent in 2015 (Note 5) 
(See Table 1 shown above). The area of leased farmlands in Hokkaido prefecture reached 
239 thousand hectares, raising a ratio of the leased farmlands to 22.7 percent in 2015. In 
the 46 prefectures except Hokkaido prefecture, the area of leased farmlands rose to 926 
thousand hectares, occupying 38.5 percent of the total farmlands in these prefectures. The 
proportion of leased farmlands is now growing to nearly 40 percent in the 46 prefectures. 
 Agriculture management entities that have a certified farmer stood at 213 thousand, 

constituting 15.5 percent of the total agriculture management entities in the country. A 
total area of their cultivated lands under management reached 1,840 thousand, accounting 
for 53.3 percent of the national total area of cultivated lands. An average area of cultivated 
lands per management entity increased to 8.6 hectares in 2015. By the year of 2005, a total 
area of cultivated lands under management of certified farmers had grown to 1,184 
thousand hectares, occupying 32.1 percent of the total cultivated lands, which further rose 
to 1,549 thousand hectares (42.6 percent of the total) in 2010, partly because of 
governmental policy measures supporting those certified farmers. Moreover, a total area of 
farmlands cultivated by organized agriculture management entities continued to increase 
from 243 thousand hectares in 2005 to 437 thousand hectares in 2010 and further to 534 
thousand hectares in 2015. The farmlands of these organized management entities 
occupied 15.5 percent of the national total of cultivated lands under management in 2015 
(Note 6). 
 A large number of farmlands owned by small farmers were continuously consolidated 

mostly on contract basis into cultivated lands under management of both certified farmers 
and organized agriculture management entities. As a result, an area of the cultivated 
lands under management of agriculture management entities with a land holding of more 
than 5 hectares reached 1,601 thousand hectares or 43.3 percent of the total in 2005, which 
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further grew to 1,864 thousand hectares or 51.3 percent of the total in 2010 and to 1,998 
thousand hectares or 57.8 percent in 2015. Cultivated lands of larger agriculture 
management entities with more than 20 hectares also increased their proportion from 26.5 
percent in 2005 to 32.7 percent in 2010 and 37.5 percent in 2015 respectively.  
 
(Note 5) An increase rate of leased farmlands slowed down in 2015 as compared to that in 2010. 

Farmland leasing had been greatly facilitated by 2010 under the governmental scheme of the 
Management Income Stabilization Measure launched in 2007, in which applicants of farmers 
for benefits of the Measure were required to meet the minimum scale standard of agriculture 
management entities. At rural areas in the country, therefore, a number of farmers forced 
themselves to make haste to set up their community-based farm management organizations 
for the purpose of meeting the requirement of the Measure. The slow-down of the increase rate 
in 2015 can be attributed to the result of this policy implementation. 

(Note 6) Juridical persons qualified to own farmlands, who are corporations qualified for a legal 
right to own farmlands among others (former agricultural production corporations) under the 
Agricultural Land Act (Article2, para.3) numbered 3,816 in 1990 and 7,904 in 2005 
respectively. In 2015, they greatly increased to 16,207 corporations, whose cultivated lands 
under management also grew from 128 thousand hectares in 2005 to 386 thousand hectares in 
2016.  

 
3. Aging agricultural workforce   
3.1  Overemphasized aging of agricultural producers 
 

It has been frequently pointed out that Japanese agriculture is in crisis as agricultural 
producers are rapidly aging with the population mainly engaged in farming being 
averagely aged 65 years or over. Although continuous aging of farmers is the case, there is 
a problem inherent in census data which are likely to overestimate an average age of 
agricultural producers. The actual situation of agricultural workforce in Japan needs to be 
more carefully investigated. 

A farm household or a family farm management entity is basically dependent on family 
labor (labor of farm family members) in conducting most of necessary farm works, even 
though some of farm households hire a temporary worker(s) during a busy season of 
harvesting among others. In order to grasp the situation of agricultural workforce in the 
farm households, the agricultural census has covered two statistical categories of 
“population mainly engaged in farming (Nogyo-Shugyo-Jinko)” and “household members 
engaged in own farming (Nogyo-Jyujisha)” (Note 7). It should be noted here, furthermore, 
that the category of “population mainly engaged in farming” are defined as “members of 
farm households aged 15 years or over who are mostly engaged in self-employed farming”, 
which do not include family members of part-time farm households who help with farm 
works mainly in a busy season of harvesting and the like, since these members are usually 
employed at workplaces in a non-agricultural sector such as private companies, local 
public offices and agricultural cooperatives. On the other hand, the category of “household 
members engaged in own farming” are defined as “farm household members aged 15 years 
or over who are engaged in self-employed farming for more than one day per year”, 
including persons who work on farm in a busy farming season, irrespective of the duration, 
even if they are students, housewives, office workers, or public employees.  

For instance, therefore, if a “household member engaged in own farming”, who not only 
worked for a non-agricultural industry, but also was temporarily engaged in own farming, 
leaves non-agricultural occupation on reaching retirement age and becomes “engaged 
mainly in farming”, he or she will be regarded belonging to another category of “population 
mainly engaged in farming”. Moreover, if an aged person with a main income paid by the 
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pension system, who does not have any job or rarely works for the non-agricultural 
industry, does farm works for a certain period of the year, the aged person is also to be 
regarded belonging to the “population mainly engaged in farming”. In this way, a number 
of aged family members of farm households are counted among persons belonging to the 
“population mainly engaged in farming”, which has possibly increased an average age of 
agricultural workforce to a higher level in an excessive way. 

In addition, Japan’s Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (MAFF) has tended 
to more frequently refer to data on “core persons mainly engaged in farming 
(Kikanteki-Nogyo-Jyujisha)” rather than those on the “population mainly engaged in 
farming” in its Annual Report on Food, Agriculture and Rural Areas and other official 
documents in recent years. The “core persons mainly engaged in farming” are defined as 
“among population engaged mainly in farming, those who are working mainly in 
agriculture during regular hours”, which definition has a narrower concept than that of the 
“population mainly engaged in farming”. Therefore, if a person is a student or usually 
engaged in non-agricultural works like housework and parenting, the younger person is to 
be excluded from the category of “core persons mainly engaged in farming”, even though 
the number of days when he or she is engaged in farming is more than that for being 
engaged in non-agricultural works. 
 
(Note 7) Census surveys on the population mainly engaged in farming as well as the household 

members engaged in farming have been undertaken by targeting only commercial farm 
households since 1990, excluding family members of non-commercial farm households who are 
engaged in agricultural production. 

 
3.2  Population mainly engaged in farming and core persons mainly engaged    

in farming 
 

The population mainly engaged in farming (family members of commercial farm 
households) totaled 2,097 thousand (1,088 thousand males and 1,009 thousand females) in 
2015, 509 thousand persons or 19.5 percent less than that in 2010 (See Table 2 shown 
before).  

An average age of the population was 66.4 years old in 2015. If the population is 
classified into age groups, a group of persons aged 20-29 years constitute 1.9 percent, 
followed by 3.7 percent of those aged 30-39, 5.2 percent of those aged 40-49, and 11.1 
percent of those aged 50-59, while each age group of persons aged 60 years or over has a 
larger percentage respectively: 29.9 percent of those aged 60-69, 30.2 percent of those aged 
70-79, and 16.7 percent of those aged 80 years or over. A considerably large number of older 
family members of farm households, moreover, are still belonging to the population mainly 
engaged in farming. Namely, 84.3 percent of these family members aged 70-79 and 70.0 
percent of those aged 80-84 are respectively counted among the population mainly engaged 
in farming, while as many as 35.8 percent of those aged 85 years or over are still doing 
farm works as well. 

Moreover, let us take a closer look at changes in age groups between 2010 and 2015. An 
age group of 15 to 19 years old of the population mainly engaged in farming in 2010, 
counting 36.5 thousand persons, moved to an age group of 20 to 24 years old in 2015, who 
declined by 18.1 thousand to 18.4 thousand persons in the five-year period. This is because 
a large number of young members of farm households, who had been mostly high school 
students helping with works on farm of their own households, left home to get a job or 
enter university by 2015. An age group of 70 years or older in this category, counting 1,245 
thousand persons in 2010, moved to an age group of 75 years or older in 2015, which group 
decreased its members by 582 thousand to 663 thousand persons. This decline was 
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SOURCES: Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (See Table 1) 
(Note) This Figure shows an increase and a decrease in population mainly engaged in farming 

 classified by age group in the five years from 2010 to 2015. 
 

attributed to retirement from farming or death of aged persons (See Figure 1). 
 

 
 

On the other hand, the population mainly engaged in farming of a 55 to 59 age group in 
2010 (223 thousand persons), moved to a 60 to 64 age group in 2015 (280 thousand persons), 
showing an increase of 57 thousand in the same period. Similarly, the population of a 60 to 
64 age group (319 thousand) in 2010 moved to a 65 to 69 age group (347 thousand) in 2015, 
also showing an increase of 28 thousand persons. These rises in numbers of aged farmers’ 
groups have been caused mainly by an increase in beginning farmers who joined 
agriculture after retirement. 

Furthermore, what is worthy of special mention among results of the 2015 agricultural 
census survey is an increase in persons belonging to a 25 to 54 age group of the population 
mainly engaged in farming. This suggests a phenomenon taking place in Japan that a large 
number of people belonging to this age group decided to leave their respective occupations 
in a non-agricultural sector and returned to hometowns to join agriculture by taking the 
opportunity of their aged parent’s retirement from farming. 

The core persons mainly engaged in farming reached 1,754 thousand (1,005 thousand 
males and 749 thousand females) in 2015, down 14.5 percent from 2010 (See Table 2 shown 
before). The decrease rate of the core persons mainly engaged in farming is smaller than 
that of the population mainly engaged in farming. An average age of the former, however, 
is 67.0 years old, slightly older than the latter. The number of the core persons mainly 
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engaged in farming is 343 thousand less than that of the population mainly engaged in 
farming. This difference is composed of 83 thousand males (including 56 thousand males 
aged 60 years or over) and 260 thousand females (including 181 thousand females aged 60 
years or over). That is to say, the category of this core persons mainly engaged in farming 
does not include women who are usually engaged in housework, aged pensioners, or 
students, even though these family members actually help with farm work for a certain 
period of time in a year.  

In addition, farm household members who are engaged in self-employed farming for 
more than 150 days per year are defined as “full-time farmers (Nogyo-Senjyusha)”. These 
full-time farmers numbered 1,245 thousand (741 thousand males and 505 thousand 
females) in 2015, constituting 36.6 percent of the household members engaged in own 
farming. Farm households which have a full-time farmer(s) counted 705 thousand in the 
same year, accounting for 53.0 percent of commercial farm households, while the number of 
those households with a full-time farmer(s) aged less than 65 years old is 352 thousand, 
constituting 26.5 percent of the said households. 

 
3.3  Household members engaged in own farming  

 
Household members engaged in own farming (Nogyo-Jyujisha) numbered 3,399 thousand 

in 2015 (1,870 thousand males and 1,529 thousand females), 25.1 percent less than those 
in 2010 (See Table 2 shown before). These household members are 1.6 times as many as the 
population mainly engaged in farming and 1.9 times as many as the core persons mainly 
engaged in farming. Meanwhile, the decrease rate of the household members engaged in 
own farming is higher than the rates of both the above-mentioned population and the core 
persons. Those household members are averagely 60.0 years old, younger than the said 
population and the core persons. One farm household has averagely 2.6 family members 
engaged in own farming, constituting about 70 percent of family members of farm 
households. Nevertheless, almost of these family members aged 30 to 79 years are 
supposed to be engaged in own farming in one way or another, since these household 
members include persons aged less than 15 years as well as those aged 80 years or over. In 
particular, the male members of the farm household families have a higher rate of 
engagement in own farming than the female members.  

Regarding how long these household members are engaged in own farming per year, 
household members engaged in own farming for less than 29 days per year are 925 
thousand persons or 27.2 percent of the total, followed by 483 thousand persons (14.2 
percent) engaged for 30 to 59 days, 1,991 thousand persons (58.6 percent) engaged for more 
than 60 days, and 1,263 thousand persons (37.2 percent) engaged for more than 150 days. 

The household members engaged in own farming have been playing a significant role as 
core farmers in Japanese agriculture. As far as agricultural policies are concerned, 
however, these household members have a tendency of being disregarded in the current 
farm policies. This trend, for instance, can be confirmed in a fact that the 2015 agricultural 
census stopped announcing a statistic on these members classified by age group. Besides, 
more than one million family members of non-commercial farm households (830 thousand) 
are supposed to be engaged in farming. Quite a lot of family members of land tenure 
non-farm households are also engaged in farming to produce vegetables and other crops 
particularly for family consumption. In other words, all of the above-mentioned household 
members and these persons of non-commercial farm households are playing an important 
part in supporting rural communities of today’s Japan. 
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3.4  Employed farm workers 
 

When employed workers in an agricultural sector are surveyed, they are divided into two 
groups: “permanently hired workers on farm (Jo-Yatoi)” being employed more than 7 
months per year and “temporary hired workers on farm (Rinji-Yatoi)” such as day laborers, 
seasonal workers, hourly-paid helpers, and traditional non-paid helpers in a busy season 
(Yui, mutual exchanges of farm labor among farm households). 

There are 54.3 thousand agriculture management entities which employ “permanently 
hired workers on farm”, accounting for 3.9 percent of the total management entities. These 
management entities almost doubled during the ten years from 2005 to 2015, showing an 
increase by 32.6 percent as compared to those in 2010 (See Table 4). The total employed 
farm workers reached 220 thousand in 2015 with averagely 4.1 workers per agriculture 
management entity employing permanent farm workers, which is increased by as much as 
43.3 percent from 2010 (Note 8). Family agriculture management entities employing 
permanently hired workers increased to 40.2 thousand management entities, much more 
than 14.1 thousand organized management entities hiring permanent workers. In terms of 
a number of employed farm workers, meanwhile, 121 thousand workers employed by the 
organized agriculture management entities (averagely 8.6 workers per organized 
management entity) surpass 100 thousand workers of family agriculture management 
entities (averagely 2.5 workers per family management entity). With regard to agricultural 
sectors of single farming management entities employing a large number of permanent 
workers, management entities engaged in greenhouse vegetable production hire the 
largest number of those workers, 33 thousand workers in total, which are followed by 20 
thousand workers of flower growing management entities, 16 thousand workers of 
open-field vegetable producing management entities, 16 thousand workers of poultry 
management entities, and 16 thousand workers of rice producing management entities. 

On the other hand, agriculture management entities employing “temporary hired 
workers on farm” reached 289.9 thousand (273.7 thousand family management entities 
and 16.0 organized management entities) in 2015, down 32.0 percent from 2010. In the 
five-year period from 2010, moreover, the total number of the temporary hired workers also 
declined by 33.1 percent to 1,456 thousand workers (24,820 thousand total person-days in 
2015). An average number of temporary hired workers on farm per agriculture 
management entity fell to 5.0 persons (85.6 person-days per year). Reasons behind this 
decrease in the temporary hired farm workers can be specified as follows: (1) necessary 
workers cannot be secured due to the evolution of aging in rural villages, (2) retired 
farmers stopped hiring workers, (3) some of temporary workers have been employed as 
permanent workers, and (4) the whole Japan has been in a bullish environment for 
employment. Shortages of labor have become widespread among a number of agricultural 
areas, which makes it difficult for these management entities to employ even temporary 
farm workers. Among agricultural sectors employing many temporary workers, fruit 
producing management entities rank first in the number of these workers (4,551 thousand 
person-days working for 50.9 thousand management entities), followed by 88.6 thousand 
rice producing management entities (3,138 thousand person-days), 18.3 thousand 
management entities of open-field vegetable production (2,484 thousand person-days), and 
17.2 thousand management entities of greenhouse vegetable production (2,326 thousand 
person-days). 

 
(Note 8) Permanently hired workers on farm aged less than 45 years account for 42.4 percent of the 

total hired workers, followed by 38.1 percent of the workers aged 45 to 64 years, and 19.5 
percent of the workers aged 65 years or over. Most of these hired workers are generally 
younger than the population mainly engaged in farming.  
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Table 4 Trends in farm workers hired by agriculture management entities 
(Unit: 1,000 management entities, 1,000 persons, 1,000 person-days, %)  

  2005 2010 2015 2015／
2010(%) 

Permanently 
hired workers on 
farm 

No. of 
management 
entities 

28.4 40.9 54.3 32.6 

No. of hired 
workers 129 154 220 43.3 

Temporary hired 
workers on farm 

No. of 
management 
entities 

481.4 426.7 289.9 △ 32.1 

No. of hired 
workers 2,281 2,176 1,456 △ 33.1 

Total number of 
worker-days 33,842 34,360 24,820 △ 27.8 

SOURCES: Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (See Table 1) 
 
 
4. Coexistence of small-scale farm households and large-scale management 

entities in a rice farming sector  
4.1 Remarkable decrease in rice farming management entities  
 
  Farm households engaged in rice farming totaled 5.27 million in 1960 and 3.83 million in 
1980 respectively, which further declined to 2.38 million household in 2000. In 2005, the 
agricultural census stopped including non-commercial farm households engaged in rice 
farming into the farm households engaged in rice farming. Although the statistics were 
discontinued in this year (Note 9), the number of agriculture management entities engaged 
in rice farming continued to decrease from 1,663 thousand in 2005 to 1,347 thousand in 
2010 and 1,082 thousand in 2015, showing a decline of almost 20 percent over two 
consecutive five-year periods from 2005. However, these management entities engaged in 
rice farming still constitute as much as 79 percent of the total agriculture management 
entities in Japan. 
  Labor productivity in rice production continuously rose because of progressed 
mechanization in rice farming. On the other hand, however, small-scale farm households 
found it difficult to continue rice farming by venturing to make a reinvestment in farm 
machinery under the situation that the rice price was stagnating in the market. A number 
of these small-scale farmers increasingly decided to retire from rice production and lease 
out their paddy fields to core persons mainly engaged in farming or community-based 
agriculture management entities among others in their rural communities. Because of this 
background, the agriculture management entities engaged in rice farming have 
significantly decreased as mentioned above. 
 
(Note 9) In 1990, when non-commercial farm households were surveyed in the agricultural census, 

70 percent of these households were engaged in rice farming. Even today, most of these farm 
households (826 thousand households) are supposed to continue producing rice. 
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4.2 Small-scale management structure remaining amid enlargement of rice 
farming management entities 

 
The number of agriculture management entities engaged in rice farming for the purpose 

of marketing their products declined to 952 thousand in 2015, down 18.6 percent as 
compared to that in 2010. If the changes in these management entities over the five-year 
period from 2010 are classified by rice planted acreage group, management entities with 
less than 1 hectare decreased by more than 20 percent, while those with more than 5 
hectares increased. In particular, management entities with rice planted acreage from 10 
to 15 hectares as well as those with more than 15 hectares increased by 21.4 percent and 
32.4 percent respectively (See Table 5). As a result, an average acreage planted with rice 
per agriculture management entity engaged in rice farming grew to 1.38 hectare in 2015, 
which represents a steady increase as compared to 0.96 hectare in 2005 and 1.17 hectares 
in 2010.  

Table 5 Distribution of agriculture management entities engaged in rice farming for 
marketing purposes classified by rice planted acreage 

(Unit: (A)=1,000 management entities, (B)=1,000 hectares, δ=%)  
Rice planted 
acreage per 
management 
entity 

2005 2010 2015 2015/2010(%) 

(A) (B) (A) (B) (A)  (B)  δ(A) δ(B) (%) (%) 
Less than0.5 
(hectares) 591  179  492  148  382  40.1  112  8.5  △ 22.4 △ 24.5 

0.5‐1.0 432  297  355  247  280  29.4  193  14.7  △ 21.2 △ 21.6 
1.0-2.0 246  333  192  265  160  16.8  221  16.8  △ 16.7 △ 16.8 
2.0-3.0 67  158  55  134  51  5.3  122  9.3  △ 8.8 △ 9.0 
3.0-5.0 39  145  39  147  38  4.0  144  11.0  △ 2.0 △ 1.8 

5.0-10.0 21  140  24  163  26  2.7  181  13.8  10.3 10.5 
10.0-15.0 5  57  7  81  8  0.8  98  7.5  21.4 21.5 

More than 
15.0 

(hectares) 
2  39  7  184  9  0.9  242  18.4  32.4 31.5 

Total 1,402 1,348 1,169 1,369 952 100.0  1,312 100.0  △ 18.6 △ 4.1 
SOURCES: Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (See Table 1) 
(Note) (A) = Number of management entities, (B) = Area of rice planted acreages 

 δ(A) = ( 2015(A)-2010(A) ) / 2010(A), δ(B) = (2015(B)-2010(B) ) / 2010(B) 

Meanwhile, management entities with rice planted acreage of less than 0.5 hectare and 
those with 0.5 to 1 hectare still account respectively for 40.1 percent (382 thousand in 
number) and 29.4 percent (280 thousand) of the total agriculture management entities 
engaged in rice farming, which combined raises a proportion of management entities with 
less than 1 hectare to as much as 70 percent of the total. That is to say, the structure of 
Japan’s rice farming characterized by small-scale management of most farm households 
has not yet made any change. Even though large-scale agriculture management entities 
engaged in rice farming have increasingly emerged year by year, those management 
entities with rice planted acreage from 10 to 15 hectares and those with more than 15 
hectares respectively count only 8,017 (including 2,277 in Hokkaido prefecture) and 8,811 
(including 1,752 in Hokkaido prefecture), both of which are yet insignificant in terms of 
numbers (Note 10). 

Regarding shares of these management entities in the total area planted with rice, 
management entities with rice planted acreage of less than 1 hectare and those with the 
acreage from 1 to 2 hectares have shares of 23.3 percent and 16.8 percent respectively. 
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Moreover, management entities with more than 5 hectares, representing only 4.4 percent 
of the total management entities engaged in rice farming, increased their share to 39.7 
percent in 2015. Management entities with more than 10 hectares, accounting for 1.8 
percent of the total management entities, also grew their share to 25.9 percent. Namely, 
the total rice planted area of these larger management entities with more than 10 hectares 
grew from 96 thousand hectares in 2005 to 264 thousand hectares in 2010 and 340 
thousand hectares in 2015 respectively, achieving an increase of as much as 28.8 percent 
during the five years from 2010. 
 
(Note 10) Major prefectures except Hokkaido prefecture that have many agriculture management 

entities engaged in rice farming with planted acreage of more than 15 hectares are as follows: 
Akita prefecture (672 management entities), Niigata prefecture (664 management entities), 
Toyama prefecture (548 management entities), Miyagi prefecture (427 management entities), 
Saga prefecture (381 management entities), Ibaraki prefecture (299 management entities), 
and Aomori prefecture (255 management entities). 

 
4.3 Proportions of certified farmers, organized agriculture management 

entities, and business farm households  
 

Certified farmers engaged in rice farming stood at 143 thousand households in 2015, 
constituting 13.2 percent of the total rice farming management entities. The total area of 
their acreages planted with rice is 621 thousand hectares and an average planted acreage 
per management entity is 4.3 hectares, which is regarded as a relatively large acreage in 
Japan. The rice planted area of the certified farmers has been on track to increase from 
342 thousand hectares in 2005 to 446 thousand hectares in 2010 and 621 thousand 
hectares in 2015, showing a similar trend of its growing proportion to the total rice planted 
area from 22.3 percent in 2005 to 29.7 percent in 2010 and 40.9 percent in 2015 
respectively (See Table 6).   

The number of organized agriculture management entities engaged in rice farming 
increased from 4.1 thousand in 2005 to 9.8 thousand in 2010 and 12.7 thousand in 2015. 
The total rice planted area of these management entities also rose from 40 thousand 
hectares in 2005 to 154 thousand hectares in 2010 and 211 thousand hectares in 2015, 
representing a five-fold increase during the ten years from 2005 to 2015 (Note 11). This is 
because both of community-based agriculture management entities and farm management 
corporations have expanded their cultivated areas under management. The proportion of 
these organized farm management to the total area planted with rice in Japan reached 
13.9 percent in 2015. 

Business farm households engaged in rice farming are 190 thousand in number, 
accounting for 17.8 percent of the total commercial farm households engaged in rice 
farming (1,068 thousand households). The rice planted area of these households reaches 
494 thousand hectares, occupying 32.6 percent of the total rice planted area in Japan (Note 
12). However, the number of business farm households engaged in rice farming has been 
declining, which indicates that the total rice planted area of these households has not 
necessarily been on track to grow as follows: 543 thousand hectares in 2005, 494 thousand 
hectares in 2010 and 494 thousand hectares in 2015. The main reasons why the proportion 
of the business farm households to the total rice planted area has not increased can be 
specified in the followings: (1) it is rather difficult for rice producers to change their 
seasonal farm work into a year-round one because they generally have only one harvest 
season per year in Japan, (2) even part-time farmers can continue rice farming because 
their annual working days on farm are rather limited if their acreage is a small one, and 
(3) it is difficult for farmers to earn a sufficient income only from rice farming.  
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Table 6 Shares of certified farmers and other agriculture management entities 
 in the total area planted with rice 

(Unit: 1,000 management entities, 1,000 hectares, hectare/entity, %) 

 2005 2010 2015 2015/ 
2010(%) 

Total ag. 
management 
entities 

Management entities 
engaged in rice farming 1,663 1,347 1,082 △ 19.7 
Area of rice planted 
acreages 1,535 1,500 1,518 1.1 
Average acreage per 
management entity 0.9 1.1 1.4 25.9 

Certified 
farmers 

Farmers engaged in rice 
farming 124 150 143 △ 4.7 
Area of rice planted 
acreages 342 446 621 39.2 
Ratio of the area in 
national total 22.3 29.7 40.9 ＋11.2 
Average acreage per 
farmer 2.8 3.0 4.3 46.0 

Ag. 
management 
organizations 

Orgs. engaged in rice 
farming 4 10 13 29.4 
Area of rice planted 
acreages 40 154 211 36.9 
Ratio of the area in 
national total 2.6 10.3 13.9 ＋3.6 
Average acreage per 
organization 9.8 15.7 16.6 5.8 

Business farm 
households 

Households engaged in 
rice farming 305 242 190 △ 21.6 
Area of rice planted 
acreages 543 494 494 0.1 
Ratio of the area in 
national total 35.4 32.9 32.6 －0.3 
Average acreage per 
household 1.8 2.0 2.6 27.6 

Share of the rice planted area of 
management entities with more than 5 
hectares in the national total 

17.5 31.3 39.7 ＋8.4 

Share of the rice planted area of 
management entities with more than 10 
hectares in the national total 

7.1 19.4 25.9 ＋6.5 

SOURCES: Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (See Table 1) 
(Note) Rice production by the agriculture management entities with more than 5 hectares as 

well as with more than 10 hectares is conducted for the purpose of marketing products. 
 
 
(Note 11) The rice planted area of agricultural holdings other than farm households was 7 thousand 

hectares in 1990 and 18 thousand hectares in 2000 respectively.  
(Note 12) The proportions of business farm households engaged in non-rice farming sectors to the 

total acreage as well as to the total heads of livestock animals are as follows: 69.2 percent of 
cultivated area for outdoor grown vegetables, 76.4 percent of cultivated area for greenhouse 
grown vegetables, 48.4 percent of fruit orchards, 92.4 percent of dairy cows, 75.5 percent of 
beef cattle, and 86.8 percent of pigs. 
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4.4 Decrease in farm machines owned by rice farming management entities 

and increase in their outsourcing of farm works 
 

Among all the agriculture management entities that owned agricultural machines, 761 
thousand management entities possessed rice transplanters and 596 thousand 
management entities had combine harvesters in 2015, representing respectively 70.3 
percent and 55.1 percent of the total agriculture management entities engaged in rice 
farming in the country (1,082 thousand management entities) (See Table 7). Conversely, 
29.7 percent of these management entities do not own transplanting machines, and 44.9 
percent do not have combine harvesters (Note 13). Namely, the number of agriculture 
management entities owning major farm machines has continued to decline. Judging from 
the current number of agricultural machines shipped in the Japanese market (28 thousand 
transplanters and 21 thousand combine harvesters in 2014), agricultural machines owned 
by those management entities are expected to further decrease along with future 
expansion of an average area of cultivated lands under management per management 
entity engaged in rice farming. 

Table 7 Trends in farm machinery ownership and outsourcing of farm works  
in a rice farming sector 

(Unit: 1,000 management entities, 1,000 hectares)  

    2005 2010 2015 
2015/ 

2010(%) 

Ownership of 
agricultural machines 

 No. of management 
entities owning 
transplanters 

1,227  998  761  △ 23.8 

 No. of management 
entities owning 
combine harvesters 

968  765  596  △ 22.1 

Rice planted area 
classified by farm 
work implemented for 
other management 
entities on contract 
basis 

All of farm works 43  37  32  △ 13.4 
Cultivation work 85  85  69  △ 19.5 
Transplanting work 99  98  83  △ 14.9 

Harvesting work 224  219  185  △ 15.7 

No. of management 
entities classified by 
farm work outsourced 
to other management 
entities 

All of farm works 90  60  37  △ 39.1 
Cultivation work 124  96  58  △ 39.8 
Transplanting work 213  171  112  △ 34.5 
Harvesting work 423  339  230  △ 32.2 
Preparation of rice 
seedlings 334  273  169  △ 38.1 

Paddy drying 640  467  313  △ 32.9 
SOURCES: Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (See Table 1) 

 
With regard to outsourcing of farm works mostly by small-scale farm households, the 

area of paddy fields, farm works of which were entirely outsourced to other management 
entities, continued to decline from 43 thousand hectares in 2005 to 37 thousand hectares in 
2010 and 32 thousand hectares in 2015. All of outsourced farm works like tillage, 
transplanting and harvesting have been decreasing in terms of rice planted area. It can be 
pointed out as a factor for these falls that rice producers, who wish to outsource their farm 
works to agriculture management corporations and other management entities, have 
considerably decreased in recent years due to an increase in farmers retired from farming. 
There is another factor that the rice producers increasingly prefer to make farmland-lease 
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contracts with neighboring agriculture management entities rather than to outsource their 
farm works.   
 
(Note 13) According to the 2015 agricultural census, agriculture management entities that 

outsourced farm works of rice transplanting and harvesting counted 149 thousand and 267 
thousand respectively. However, these figures diverge from the number of agriculture 
management entities that do not possess farm machines like transplanters and combine 
harvesters. The reasons are supposed to be as follows: (1) some of management entities which 
do not have major farm machinery temporarily rent those machines, (2) binders are still used 
as harvesting machines, and (3) a part of these management entities do not use any major 
machines on farm. 

 

5. Prospect for Japan’s agricultural structure and future challenges  
 

This paper has overviewed the present state of Japanese agriculture in the previous 
sections on the basis of the 2015 agricultural census data. In this final section, let us 
consider the prospect for Japan’s agricultural structure as well as its future challenges in 
light of the above-mentioned situation surrounding agriculture and farm households 
 
5.1 Previous targets set by the government and their achievements 

 
Since the Agricultural Basic Act was enforced in 1961, the Japanese government has 

implemented agricultural policy measures aiming at achieving a structural reform in 
agriculture. Some of these policy measures were successful in promoting expansion of 
agriculture management scales particularly in a livestock farming sector as well as in 
Hokkaido prefecture. In the 46 prefectures except Hokkaido, however, an agricultural 
structure characterized by small-scale operation in a land-extensive farming sector 
remained unchanged. The Japanese administration, therefore, set forth in 1992 a new 
policy direction of promoting development of efficient agriculture management entities in 
the New Direction of Food, Agricultural and Rural Policy, and introduced a selective policy 
for farm households called the “Certified Farmer System” in 1993. 

The “future prospect for agricultural structure” was announced in the New Direction, 
setting a target of reducing the total number of farm households to 2.5-3.0 million by the 
year of 2000. The administration revealed another target of developing 350-400 thousand 
individual agriculture management entities and 40-50 thousand organized management 
entities respectively by the same year, in which structure farmers were expected to secure 
a lifetime income similar to that of workers in other industry sectors. In a rice farming 
sector, moreover, the government aimed at achieving expansion of rice farming 
management scales which would enable 80 percent of paddy fields in Japan to be 
cultivated by 150 thousand individual management entities (100 thousand single-farming 
management entities with rice planted acreage from 10 to 20 hectares and 50 thousand 
multiple-farming management entities with the acreage from 5 to 10 hectares) as well as 
by 20 thousand organized management entities in 2000.  

However, the reality was much far from what the New Direction of the government had 
aimed for. In the year of 2000, for example, farm households still numbered 3.12 million. 
Farm households with a land holding of more than 10 hectares increased to only 37 
thousand (including 30 thousand households in Hokkaido prefecture), followed by 49 
thousand households with a land holding from 5 to 10 hectares in the same year. 
Agricultural holdings other than farm households counted only 11 thousand. As a result, 
the total rice planted area of commercial farm households with the acreage of more than 5 
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hectares reached 303 thousand hectares, occupying only 19 percent of the total in the 
country, while the rice planted area of the agricultural holdings other than farm 
households grew to only 18 thousand hectares. 

The Japanese government also launched another new policy for encouraging 
development of family management entities of 330-370 thousand as well as farm 
management corporations and organizations of 30-40 thousand as “efficient and stable 
agriculture management entities” in the Basic Plan for Food, Agriculture and Rural Areas 
which was established in 2000 for the first time on the basis of the Food, Agriculture and 
Rural Areas Basic Act enacted in 1999. In this new Basic Plan, these agriculture 
management entities were expected to grow their share in the total rice production of 
Japan to 60 percent by the year of 2010. The similar vision of the reform in rice farming 
was also revealed by the government in the Framework for Rice Policy Reform of 2002. 

In the Basic Plan of 2005, furthermore, the total number of farm households in Japan 
was expected to fall to 2.1-2.5 million by the year of 2015. The government also clarified 
details of the Basic Plan aiming at consolidating 60 percent of the total farmlands into 
cultivation by the above-mentioned “efficient and stable agriculture management entities”. 
The Basic Plan anticipated that these management entities would be consisted of 330-370 
thousand family management entities, 10 thousand agriculture management corporations 
and 20-40 thousand community-based agriculture management entities in 2015. In 
particular, 80 thousand individual management entities and 20-40 thousand 
community-based management entities were expected to increase their share in the total 
rice planted area to as much as 70-90 percent. 

The governmental schemes have achieved some results by 2015. The number of farm 
households, for instance, declined to 2.16 million, close to the lowest level of the decrease 
expected in the Basic Plan of 2005. Certified farmers together with community-based 
agriculture management entities also grew their share in the farmland consolidation to 
52.3 percent, indicating that a certain level of progress was made in the nationwide project 
of consolidating farmlands to larger agriculture management entities. In the rice farming 
sector, however, shares of 140 thousand certified farmers and 13 thousand organized 
management entities in the total area planted with rice still remain at levels of 40.9 
percent and 13.9 percent respectively. Agriculture management entities with rice planted 
acreage of more than 5 hectares, counting 43 thousand in number, grew their share to 39.7 
percent. These figures, nevertheless, do not tell us that an agricultural production 
structure, which was anticipated to build up in the Basic Plan of 2005, has been realized. 
 
5.2 Future prospect for agricultural structure and new paradigm for regional 

agriculture 
 

As seen above, every target set up by the government repeatedly failed to be achieved in 
the respective target year, because it greatly diverged from the real situation of rural 
villages as well as a sense of farm households. As pointed out before in this paper, 
nevertheless, governmental schemes have made steady progress in expansion of farm 
management scales as well as in consolidation of farmlands. That is to say, the “prospect” 
for Japan’s agricultural structure offered by the government was not necessarily a serious 
misleading one as a mid- and long-term policy direction to be pursued. 

In this context, let us take a closer look at the present situation of farm households. 
Among the total commercial farm households, 397 thousand farm households (29.9 
percent) have their successors living together with the family, and 251 thousand farm 
households (18.8 percent) have their successors living away from home, while 682 
thousand commercial farm households (51.3 percent) do not have any successors. In light 
of the existing age structure of farmers, therefore, the number of Japan’s farm households 
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is forecasted to further decline in the future. If the previous trend continues, the number of 
farm households is projected to fall to 1.8 million in 2020 and nearly 1.5 million in 2025. 
Under thus situation, community-based agriculture management entities and agriculture 
management corporations are much more expected to play a significant role in 
undertaking works of cultivating farmlands for retired farmers on contract basis. 

As the consolidation of farmlands progresses along with a decrease in small-scale farm 
households, there is a high probability, from a mid- and long-term perspective, that the 
structure of Japan’s agriculture envisaged by the government in the above-mentioned New 
Direction and the Basic Plan will be established, although it takes more time. In the rice 
farming sector as well, large-scale agriculture management entities are likely to further 
increase their share in cultivation of paddy fields. Meanwhile, agriculture management 
entities with rice planted acreage of less than 2 hectares, representing 86 percent of those 
management entities engaged in rice farming, have a share of as much as 40 percent in the 
total rice production of Japan even today. It is also estimated that many of these 
small-scale farm households will persist in cultivating their farmlands in the coming years 
since all of them do not necessarily soon decide to retire from rice production.  

Some of experts, on the other hand, have claimed that a future direction of the Japanese 
agriculture should be pursued not only by selecting a small part of corporate-type farmers 
as “professional farm households”, but also by facilitating development of these 
management entities on a priority basis. For example, however, further enlargement of 
livestock farming management entities will possibly lead to aggravation of problems 
concerning excreta disposal, animal welfare, and vulnerable supply base of feedstuff 
resources. There is also a limitation in expansion of management scales in labor-intensive 
farming sectors such as vegetable and fruit productions. Moreover, it will not be regarded 
as sound situation that only a small number of agriculture management entities occupy 
the whole agricultural production in a regional society. Instead, it will be more desirable 
for the regional agriculture as well as for the regional society to be sustained under such 
conditions as various core farmers can ever coexist together. Certified farmers regarded as 
“core farmers” of Japan’s agriculture now number 250 thousand, constituting only a little 
more than 10 percent of the total farm households (2.15 million). Corporate agriculture 
management entities also count only 20 thousand in the country. Existence of small-scale 
farm households as well as family agriculture management entities should not be 
disregarded or ignored in implementing agricultural policies.  
 
5.3  Problems faced by Farmland Intermediary Management Institutions in    

promoting consolidation of farmlands 
 

In fiscal 2014, the government established the Farmland Intermediary Management 
Institution in every prefecture for the purpose of further promoting structural reform of 
Japanese agriculture as well as consolidation of farmlands to large-scale agriculture 
management entities, setting up a new target of raising the rate of farmland consolidation 
to core farmers (certified farmers and community-based farm management organizations) 
to 80 percent by the fiscal year of 2023. It should be noted, however, that the current rate 
of farmland consolidation, 54.0 percent, is only a national average including the said rate 
of 90.0 percent in Hokkaido prefecture, farmlands of which account for 26 percent of the 
total farmlands in Japan. Large gaps still remain among farmland consolidation rates of 
47 prefectures in the country. The rate of consolidation surpasses 60 percent in several 
prefectures such as Saga prefecture (68.7 percent), Akita prefecture (66.2 percent), 
Yamagata prefecture (63.1 percent), and Niigata prefecture (60.0 percent). Meanwhile, 

http://www.nochuri.co.jp/


 

 
http://www.nochuri.co.jp/ - 23 - 

 
農林中金総合研究所 

 

there are still many prefectures with lower rates of less than 30 percent, including Chiba 
prefecture (21.3 percent), Okayama prefecture (21.6 percent), Hiroshima prefecture (22.1 
percent), Hyogo prefecture (22.4 percent), and Ibaraki prefecture (29.3 percent). 

Since the Institutions were established at all the prefectures in 2014, the national 
average rate of consolidation (50.0 percent) in the same year continued to rise to 52.3 
percent in 2015 and 54.0 percent in 2016. A total area of consolidated farmlands under the 
leadership of the Institutions, nevertheless, reached only 80 thousand hectares in 2014 
and 62 thousand hectares in 2015 respectively, both of which fell far short of its annual 
target of 149.2 thousand hectares. Farmland consolidation led by the Institutions has not 
been facilitated as planned. As the background of this delay, the following problems can be 
pointed out: (1) there is a mismatch between supply and demand of farmland rentals, (2) 
understanding of functions played by the Institution has not been yet spread enough 
among farm households, (3) a large number of farm households still have concerns about 
allowing the Institutions to establish a ten-year exploitation right in their farmlands, (4) 
farm land consolidation provides little incentive to farm households in rural regions other 
than rice producing areas, and (5) every Institution has only one office in each prefecture, 
which makes it difficult for the Institution to grasp the actual situation in the whole 
prefecture enough to successfully promote an area expansion of farmland consolidation. 
Since the Institutions are facing these problems, they will find it impossible to make an 
early achievement of their national goal aiming at raising the above-mentioned 
consolidation rate to 80 percent. It seems that the Institutions will be required to reform 
their own management as well as their existing system as early as possible. 

 
5.4  Limitation of agriculture management run by corporations 

 
Corporations that can possess farmland, named judicial persons qualified to own 

farmland, are restricted in various aspects such as board members, investment, businesses 
and others under the Agricultural Land Act. In 2009, however, it became possible even for 
general corporations to participate in agriculture by using the farmland lease system. As a 
result, corporations that were involved in agriculture based on this system grew in number 
to 2,676 corporate bodies in 2016, including 1,677 stock companies, which increased by 2.5 
times in the five years from 2011. Farmlands under management of these corporations 
reached 7,428 hectares in the same year. 

Nevertheless, an average acreage of farmlands cultivated by the corporations involved in 
agricultural production is only 2.8 hectares. Corporate farming has not been yet 
implemented on a large scale. Although corporations’ participation in agriculture is 
actually growing in number, their cultivated lands have accounted for only 0.2 percent of 
the total farmlands in Japan. Besides, some of those corporations have already retreated 
from their agricultural businesses due to poor results. If these actual conditions are taken 
into consideration, it seems difficult to anticipate that corporations will play a key role as 
core farming management entities of the Japanese agriculture in the future. 

In spite of such situation, some advocates still argue that competitiveness of Japan’s 
agriculture should be strengthened by removing all the regulations on ownership of 
farmlands as well as by facilitating corporate involvement in agriculture. The “principle of 
stock transfer freedom”, however, is applied to corporations. According to the logic of 
capital, therefore, corporate farming will be possibly targeted for acquisition or affiliation. 
Foreign capital may also be invested into domestic corporate farms under certain 
circumstances, which could cause a problem that such corporate farming end relationship 
with the local society. For that reason, the regulations of the Agricultural Land Act need to 
be maintained in the future. The administration should also continue to monitor 
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SOURCES: Compiled from “Survey on Movement of Agricultural Structure”, MAFF 

Figure 2 Newcomers in agriculture in 2015(Unit: person) 

corporations that have got involved in agricultural production. 
 
 

 

5.5  Challenge of securing farm workforce 
 

As already pointed out, the aging problem confronting the population mainly engaged in 
farming has been overemphasized in Japan. It is the case, however, that older farmers 
leaving their occupation continue to increase. Japan is now facing a significant challenge 
of securing young people who wish to join agriculture.  

As far as a trend of newcomers in agriculture (Shinki-Shunosha) is concerned, the 
number of these newcomers reached 61 thousand in 2015, which is consisted of 51 
thousand new self-employed farmers (Jiei-Nogyo-Shunosha) and 10 thousand new 
employed farmers (Koyo-Shunosha) hired by corporations and other organizations engaged 
in farming. Among the new self-employed farmers, entrants to farming just after 
graduation from school (Shinki-Gakusotu-Shunosha) counted only 1.7 thousand. The new 
self-employed farmers also included 10.9 thousand beginning farmers aged less than 49, 
most of whom are so-called “U-turn farmers” who returned to their hometowns to join 

 

New self-employed farmers 

 

New entries who moved to rural villages and started 
farming by securing land and funds on their own 

New employed farmers hired by corporations and other organizations engaged in 
farming 

 
Entrants to farming soon after graduation from school  1,670 

Beginning farmers who joined agriculture after  
leaving non-agricultural occupations at mandatory     38,490 
retirement age (aged 50 or over) 

“U-tern farmers” and others, who returned to  
hometowns after leaving non-agricultural             10,860 
occupations (aged 49 or less) 

 
Entrants to farming soon after graduation from school  2,060 

 
Other persons (aged 49 or less)                        5,920 

 
Other persons (aged 50 or over)                        2,450 

3,570 

10,430 

51,020 
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agriculture after leaving their occupations in the non-agricultural sector. Among the said 
new farmers, beginning farmers aged 50 or over, 38.5 thousand in number, make up the 
largest age group, most of whom decided to begin farming after mandatory retirement or 
early retirement from non-agricultural jobs. These beginning farmers had been engaged in 
self-employed farming as part-time farmers before their retirements. As they have already 
acquired a certain level of agricultural techniques, they are expected to be able to play an 
active part as core farmers of their regional agriculture in the coming period of 15 to 20 
years since they participate in the agriculture. These beginning farmers should be 
legitimately evaluated as important core farmers of the Japanese agriculture in the 
governmental farm policy as well (See Figure 2). 

On the other hand, new employed farmers reached 10.4 thousand in 2015, up 30 percent 
from five years earlier. The number of new employed farmers who were hired by 
agriculture management corporations and the like soon after graduation from school 
surpasses that of the new self-employed farmers who joined agriculture after the 
graduation. Among these new employed farmers, 86 percent come from non-farm families. 
Employment by agriculture management corporations and other organizations is now 
providing young people with a major channel of participation in agriculture. Furthermore, 
the number of new entries (Shinki-Sannyusha), who moved to rural villages and started 
farming by securing farmlands and funds on their own, doubled to 3.6 thousand in 2015 as 
compared to that in 2010, among whom 1.2 thousand new entries aged 30 to 39 years made 
up the largest age group. Participation of these new entries in agriculture from the outside 
of rural areas will possibly provide those areas with a chance to trigger revitalization of 
their regional agriculture.  

In addition, foreign workers have been increasing on farms in recent years since a 
problem of labor shortage widely occurs in an agricultural sector as well. Most of Japanese 
firms generally invite overseas workers from developing countries as trainees under the 
Technical Intern Training Program authorized by the government. Foreign trainees 
working in Japan under this system reach 190 thousand, out of whom 26 thousand trainees 
work in the agricultural sector, accounting for 14 percent of the total trainees. These 
trainees constitute only about 10 percent of the permanently hired workers on farm. 
Nevertheless, proportion of these trainees is much higher depending on regions as well as 
on sectors of agriculture. It is also estimated that some of foreigners are working for 
Japanese farmers under the system other than the Technical Intern Training Program. 

The maximum duration of the Training Program is now three years, which is to be 
extended for two years to the maximum five-year duration under a revised system that will 
start in November 2017. How to invite foreign workers, however, will continue to be one of 
the major challenges faced by Japan, whose population is expected to decline in the future. 
It appears reasonable to say that the time has come for Japan to seriously begin discussion 
and consideration on a challenge of securing foreign workforce in the agricultural sector.  

 
5.6  Required change in thought of agricultural policy 

 
Relationship with a regional society is indispensable for sustainability of agriculture 

because agriculture is an industry practiced by using farmlands in the natural 
environment. Since agriculture is characterized by its inherent nature of being a 
collaborative industry, family farms are regarded as the mainstream of agriculture from a 
global perspective. As clearly indicated in the Food, Agriculture and Rural Areas Act 
(Article 3 to Article 5), the agriculture has also multiple functions performed by itself. As 
far as a recent “agricultural sector growth industry theory” is concerned, however, the 
theory mostly argues not only for reinforcement of agricultural competitiveness, but also 
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for facilitation of corporate farming, incorporation of farm households, and export 
promotion of agricultural commodities. Namely, the theory has failed to recognize the 
significance of recycling natural resources, relationship with regional societies, and 
multiple functions played by agriculture. 

The author of this paper had an opportunity to visit the United States in February 2017 
for the first time in a while. Through exchanging views with officials of the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture (USDA) and its agency engaged in agricultural extension 
service, the author deepened his understanding and appreciation on how much USDA and 
the said agency seriously recognized the importance of building a better bridge between 
agriculture and regional societies in implementing their farm policy measures and 
activities. Japan will also be required to pursue a policy direction for agriculture, not by 
exclusively focusing enhancement of agricultural competitiveness, but by strengthening 
farm policy measures particularly for promoting recycling-oriented agriculture as well as 
collaboration with consumers as implemented in the U.S. and the European Union.    
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