Special Report 

Japan’s Aging Population: A Challenge For its Economy and Society

Adapted From: Asia Today - http://www.asiasource.org/news/

With increasing longevity and falling fertility, Japan faces a new social and economic environment in which populations are rapidly aging. Japan’s elderly population (aged 65 or older) is the biggest among the industrialized nations, while the nation’s birthrate is the lowest. Yet the Japanese government has thus far failed to address the problem properly.

The immediate problem is how to lighten the heavy financial burden that will be placed on smaller numbers of taxpaying workers who will have to support an increasing number of retired people. Japan’s public pension system and national health insurance will run out of money in the near future if changes are not made. Large tax increases will be necessary if these social services are to continue to offer the same benefits they offer now.

If current trends continue, the total cost of health insurance, pension contributions, and tax payments for the average worker could rise to 45 percent of their income. It will be very difficult, if not impossible, for future workers to contribute such a large share of their earnings to support the elderly. Most politicians are reluctant to support large tax increases, however, and the government is trying to shift some of the responsibility back to families. Clearly, some of the burden of caring for the elderly will have to be shifted from government to families.

The greatest burden could fall on woman aged 40 to 49. Women often leave the workforce and return home during their thirties and forties to raise families. Currently, 6.5 percent of women in their forties provide care to an elderly person living in their home. By the year 2025, this number could rise to 46 percent. Nearly one out of two women might need to provide care at home for elderly persons who are bedridden or suffering from senile dementia!

And the problem is this. Those who will be 40 years old in 2025 are the ones attending university today. They will have their own goals and children to care for. Will they be willing to face the additional burden of caring for so many elderly?




Reading. Read the news article and write short answers to the questions below. After you have finished, compare your answers with a partner.

1. What will all taxpaying workers have to do in the future?

2. What will be necessary if social services such as national health care are to continue as they are now?

3. How high could the rate of taxation rise in the future?

4. What might many women in their forties have to do in the future?

Your opinion. Make a few notes to answer the questions below. Then discuss them in a group.

In your opinion, what are some causes of Japan’s declining birthrate?

In your opinion, what are some things that Japanese government, society, or individual people can do to prepare for this problem?

How do you personally feel about the burden of having to support so many retired people?

Do you have any personal plans for taking care of aged parents or other elderly people?
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