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Japan's official aid mascot, ODA Man
Photo Credit: ©DLE/Japan MoFA

In the wake of the recent leaders’ meeting of the Quad (Australia, India, Japan and
the US) in Tokyo and its focus on development issues, it is worth looking at Japan’s
aid program. This follows our recent two-part blog on the US aid program under the
Biden Administration.

Under the 2015 Development Cooperation Charter – a revision of the 1992 Official
Development Assistance (ODA) Charter by former Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s
government – the objectives of Japan’s development cooperation are “[to] contribute
more proactively to the peace, stability and prosperity of the international
community” and “ensuring Japan’s national interests such as maintaining its peace
and security, achieving further prosperity, realizing an international environment that
provides stability, transparency and predictability, and maintaining and protecting an
international order based on universal values.”

The charter requires that Japan’s government regularly publishes a white paper on
development cooperation, setting out its aid priorities and achievements. The 2020
White Paper highlights the importance of Japan’s aid as a tool to support its foreign
policy goal of a “Free and Open Indo-Pacific”. Japan has recently flagged a review
of the charter and future aid increases, citing the impacts of COVID-19, China’s
increased development engagement, and Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.

Japan’s development assistance consists of both grant and non-grant concessional
finance (sovereign loans, multilateral lending, private sector financing), with the
latter comprising around half of its total grant equivalent aid in 2019.

https://www.mofa.go.jp/files/000557193.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/05/23/fact-sheet-quad-leaders-tokyo-summit-2022/
https://devpolicy.org/tag/state-of-the-union/
https://www.mofa.go.jp/mofaj/gaiko/oda/files/000067701.pdf
https://www.mofa.go.jp/policy/oda/summary/1999/ref1.html
https://www.mofa.go.jp/policy/oda/summary/1999/ref1.html
https://www.mofa.go.jp/mofaj/gaiko/oda/files/100343083.pdf
https://www.mofa.go.jp/mofaj/gaiko/oda/files/100343083.pdf
https://www.nikkei.com/article/DGXZQOUA163HH0W2A510C2000000/
https://www.nikkei.com/article/DGXZQOUA163HH0W2A510C2000000/
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/b8cf3944-en/index.html?itemId=/content/component/b8cf3944-en
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In 2021, Japan’s aid increased in real terms by 12% (to USD17.6 billion) making it,
in volume terms, the OECD’s third largest aid donor, after the US and Germany.

Japan has also climbed up the aid generosity ranks. As a proportion of gross
national income (GNI), its aid has increased year-on-year since 2016, reflecting
Tokyo’s growing concerns about China’s regional assertiveness and a more
confident foreign policy under Abe and his successors. In 2021, Japan overtook the
OECD donor average (0.33%) for the first time in two decades. This contrasts with
Australia’s successive budget cuts and declining aid generosity between 2013 and
2020. This gap will widen if looming real cuts to Australia’s aid proceed and Japan’s
aid continues to grow.

https://www.oecd.org/dac/financing-sustainable-development/development-finance-standards/ODA-2021-summary.pdf
https://devpolicy.org/aid-campaign-wrap-labor-to-cut-by-less-than-coalition-20220520/


Devpolicy Blog from the Development Policy Centre Page 3 of 6

Compared to its peers, Japan spends a very large share of its aid (46% in 2020) on
economic infrastructure (transport, communications, energy). This is much higher
than other OECD donors (17% average; 10% for Australia), and contrasts with most
Western bilateral donors for whom social infrastructure (health, education, water
and sanitation), governance and humanitarian assistance are a bigger focus.

Climate change is also increasingly important, with Japan committing an additional
USD10 billion in climate finance over five years at the 2021 Glasgow climate
summit. This is on top of the annual USD11.8 billion in public and private climate
finance that Tokyo has pledged to maintain until 2025. Japan has also joined other
G7 donors in a new agreement to end public financing for overseas fossil fuel
projects by the end of 2022.

As well as its policy goal of “quality growth”, Japan’s focus on economic
infrastructure reflects the prominent role that state support for domestic companies,
exports and technologies has played in the evolution of its post-war aid program.
While the majority of its country aid goes to middle-income countries, Japan has

https://public.tableau.com/views/AidAtAGlance/DACmembers?:embed=y&:display_count=no?&:showVizHome=no#1
https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/Environment/Climate-Change/COP26/Japan-pledges-extra-10bn-of-overseas-climate-financing
https://www.mofa.go.jp/ic/ch/page24e_000301.html
https://www.bmwk.de/Redaktion/DE/Downloads/G/g7-konferenz-klima-energie-umweltminister-05-2022-abschlusskommunique.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=14--
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1057/9781137505385_5
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1057/9781137505385_5
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only committed to untying its aid for least developed countries (LDCs). In 2018, 32%
of Japan’s aid to non-LDCs remained tied to domestic firms. Since 2015, this has
included the use of ODA to supply Japanese-built maritime surveillance capabilities
and coastguard vessels to countries such as the Philippines, Vietnam and
Indonesia.

Like Australia, Japan’s aid is heavily concentrated in its region. It is the largest
bilateral donor in Asia, the third largest bilateral donor (after Australia and New
Zealand) in the Pacific and, along with the US, the largest shareholder of the Asian
Development Bank. Japan is an active donor in all of the countries that comprise
Australia’s top ten aid recipients.

Japan’s development footprint is largest in middle-income South and Southeast
Asia – in 2020, Bangladesh (USD2.1 billion) and India (USD1.8 billion) were its two
biggest bilateral aid recipients, followed by Indonesia (USD1.4 billion), the
Philippines (USD1.2 billion) and Myanmar (USD1.1 billion). In early 2022 Japan
formally ended its 40-year bilateral aid program to China.

https://one.oecd.org/document/DCD/DAC(2020)54/FINAL/en/pdf
https://one.oecd.org/document/DCD/DAC(2020)54/FINAL/en/pdf
https://www.iseas.edu.sg/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/ISEAS_Perspective_2021_70.pdf
https://donortracker.org/country/japan#:~:text=Japan%20is%20the%20largest%20donor%20in%20Asia&text=Japan's%20ODA%20in%202020%20was,%2C%20in%20constant%202019%20prices).
https://donortracker.org/country/japan#:~:text=Japan%20is%20the%20largest%20donor%20in%20Asia&text=Japan's%20ODA%20in%202020%20was,%2C%20in%20constant%202019%20prices).
https://pacificaidmap.lowyinstitute.org/
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/institutional-document/788046/adb-annual-report-2021.pdf
https://www.asahi.com/ajw/articles/14588033
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Japan is also a prominent Pacific donor. Japan provided USD329 million in aid to
the Pacific in 2020, with Papua New Guinea (USD127 million) and Fiji (USD42
million) its two largest bilateral recipients. Japan has also been active in supporting
Pacific regionalism through the triennial Pacific Islands Leaders Meeting, and via its
support in areas such as oceans and fisheries management, climate change and
disaster relief, economic connectivity and human resource development.

Pacific leaders have welcomed Japan’s commitment to net-zero by 2050 and to
reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 46% (from 2013 levels) by 2030. Tokyo’s
controversial plans to release one million tonnes of treated wastewater from its
crippled Fukushima nuclear power plant into the Pacific Ocean remains, however, a
significant point of contention with the region.

On aid effectiveness, a 2020 OECD peer review of Japan’s aid recommends greater
development policy coherence, more core support for multilateral and civil society
partners, increased investment in the capabilities of locally engaged staff, and a
greater use of strategic evaluations. Pointedly, it also recommends that Japan
“continue to completely untie its aid covered by the DAC recommendation, while
monitoring the impact of its declining share of untied aid overall and working to
reverse it.”

In terms of donor cooperation, as well as the Quad, Japan and Australia are
founding members (along with the US) of the trilateral Blue Dot Network. A
counterpoint to China’s Belt and Road Initiative, the network, which is supported by
the OECD, aims to promote “quality infrastructure investment that is open and
inclusive, transparent, economically viable, Paris Agreement aligned, financially,
environmentally and socially sustainable, and compliant with international
standards, laws and regulations.” It is not clear whether any projects have been
certified by the network to date.

Bilaterally, a 2011 MOU between the Japan International Cooperation Agency and
the former AusAID remains on the DFAT website but does not appear to have been
updated in the decade since it was signed. Given our converging foreign policy and
development interests, particularly when it comes to Southeast Asia, the Pacific and
climate change, refreshing this agreement would be a good starting point for a new
government looking to bolster its cooperation with Japan.

Disclosures:

https://www.mofa.go.jp/a_o/ocn/page3e_001123.html
https://www.mofa.go.jp/a_o/ocn/page3e_001123.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/2/14/not-a-dumping-ground-pacific-condemns-fukushima-water-plan
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/b2229106-en/index.html?itemId=/content/publication/b2229106-en&_csp_=304144d038480cc6afd634873b63df5b&itemIGO=oecd&itemContentType=book
https://www.state.gov/blue-dot-network/
https://www.dfat.gov.au/geo/japan/Pages/memorandum-of-understanding-mou-on-international-development-cooperation-between-australia-and-japan
https://mainichi.jp/english/articles/20220524/p2g/00m/0in/061000c
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This research was undertaken with the support of The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. The
views represent those of the author only.
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Link: https://devpolicy.org/an-update-on-japans-development-assistance-20220609/

https://devpolicy.org/an-update-on-japans-development-assistance-20220609/

