Promoting Diversity

hen | was appointed the
first Minister of State
to deal exclusively with

gender equality and demographic
issues in October 2005, one of

my first tasks was to review the
government’s five-year Basic Plan
for Gender Equality. While the
plan emphasized the importance
of joint participation by men and

women in policy-making, | resolved

to make it more ambitious. The
plan now incorporates specific

numerical targets—such as women

filling 30% of the leadership posi-

tions in all spheres of society by the

year 2020—and defines systemic

measures to expand their participa-

tion in mainstream decision-mak-
ing processes. Women currently
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fill just 2% of leadership positions
in Japan’s private and public sec-
tors, so the target figure gives us
a point of reference, an incentive
to hone our skills and proactively
mentor those who will follow.
Despite being the world’s
second-largest economy, Japan
places 42nd out of 75 countries
when ranked by the propor-
tion of women active in political
and economic decision-making.
Demographically, we face the
challenges of a shrinking, aging
society. Clearly we must promote
a better work-life balance and
provide enhanced childcare ser-
vices so that men and women
can participate equally in public,
private, as well as family, spheres.
Contrary to popular argu-
ments, there is a strong, positive
correlation between women's
participation in the labor force
and the total fertility rate in
society. Figures from 24 OECD
countries show that countries with
more working women actually
achieve higher total fertility rates.
A greater presence of women in
the workforce generates stronger
incentives for policies, products
and services that support families
with children. Also at issue in Japan
are the long hours and inflexible
working practices that limit the
amount of time men can spend on
household chores and childcare.
In 2006 | chaired The East Asia
Gender Equality Ministerial
Meeting, the first conference of
its kind to discuss gender equality

and the empowerment of women
in this region. Despite differences
in economic development levels
and cultural, religious and political
contexts, the 16 countries and
two international organizations
in attendance achieved consensus
on the need to overcome the
feminization of poverty and
stereotypical gender roles by
invigorating national machineries
and local focal points; to build
capacities for the collection
and interpretation of gender
statistics; and to promote gender-
sensitive budgeting to bring these
perspectives into macro- and
microeconomic frameworks.
Population aging and diversity
issues carry important implica-
tions for world peace. First, a
shrinking workforce provides the
opportunity to import labor. If
managed prudently, this fosters
interdependence and cross-cultural
sensitivity. Second, graying democ-
racies are most likely to favor dip-
lomatic solutions over war—not
only because of their maturity,
but also because the fiscal costs
of aging effectively preclude
defense budget increases. Third,
a declining and aging popula-
tion compels Japan to revisit its
modern growth paradigm of
a male mainstream workforce.
Women with children, senior
citizens and handicapped persons
must be given due attention as
an integral part of dynamic eco-
nomic development. A philosophy
of inclusion and balance is, after
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all, the basis of true democracy.
Do we have sufficient leader-
ship and political will to provide
solutions for these persistent
challenges? Probably not. Prime
ministers and ministers-in-charge
are responsible for taking us
to a new paradigm, but they
should be supported by conscious
leadership on other levels. The
following “6-D Challenges for
Leadership” apply not only to
politics, but also to economic, civil
and academic spheres. The whole
of society—scholars, researchers,
think tanks, nonprofit organiza-
tions, media and citizens working
at global and local levels—can,
and should, be partner to the deci-
sion- and policy-making process.

B A sensitivity to Diversity

B A deepening of Democracy

B Decentralization, or the
eschewing of strong hierarchies

m Definition of goals
and achievements

B The ability to Dream; to
show the way forward

B Dignity—ultimately the
basis of civilization itself. Let
us ensure that every citizen
recognizes and is encouraged
to keep their human dignity
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