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    Japan in numbers 

Japan – Overview

Japan (日本, Nihon or Nippon) is a country located in Northeast Asia. An archipelago consisting 
of a total of 14,125 islands, Japan stretches across the northwest Pacific – reaching from near 
Taiwan in the south up towards Russia in the north. The majority of its population live on its 
four main islands: Hokkaido (北海道), the northernmost island; Honshu (本州), the largest and 
most populous; Shikoku (四国), the smallest of the main four; and Kyushu (九州), the second 
most populous, located nearest to the Asian continent. Its capital is Tokyo (東京), one of the most 
populous cities in the world.

Japan’s closest neighbours include South Korea, North Korea, China, and Russia.  

The population of Japan is approximately 125 million. However, this number is shrinking at an 
alarming rate. Low birth rates and longer life-expectancy are causing dramatic demographic 
shifts – on average, Japan is getting older. This is likely to impact its economic and social future.  

The official language of Japan is Japanese, with many dialect differences between regions.  
It has two major religions: Shintoism and Buddhism, often practiced simultaneously.

Japan’s population is largely ethnically and culturally homogeneous. However, there are several 
distinct indigenous ethnic groups still living in Japan, including the Ainu (アィヌ) people in the 
northernmost island of Hokkaido and the Ryukyuan people (琉球民族, Ryūkyū minzoku) in the 
southernmost islands of Okinawa prefecture (沖縄県, Okinawa-ken), near Taiwan.  

System of Government

Japan is a democratic constitutional monarchy. Its head of state is the emperor, whose powers 
are limited to a purely ceremonial role. Instead, Japan’s parliament – known as the Diet – runs 
the country. 

The Diet (国会, Kokkai) is composed of a House of Representatives (Lower House) and a House of 
Councillors (Upper House). It is headed by the Prime Minister, who is selected among its members 
by both houses. Members of the Diet are popularly elected through a national vote cast every four 
years for the House of Representatives and every three for the House of Councillors. 

The ruling party in 2024 is the Liberal Democratic Party (自由民主党, Jiyū-Minshutō), which has 
held power almost continuously since 1955. 

The Japanese Constitution stipulates separation of powers between an Executive Branch (the 
Prime Minister’s Cabinet), a Legislative Branch (the Diet), and a Judicial Branch (the court system). 

The administrative structure of Japan is divided into three tiers: national, prefectural, and local. 
Japan has 47 prefectures and 1,741 local municipalities.
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Foreign Policy

As one of the pioneers of the Indo-Pacific concept, Japan is a major player in the region. 

The idea of the Indo-Pacific was first articulated by former Prime Minister Shinzo Abe in his 2007 
speech ‘Confluence of the Two Seas’. Since then, the heart of Japan’s regional foreign policy 
approach has evolved into the concept of a Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP), which strives 
to establish a rules-based international order and consolidate principles such as free trade, 
freedom of navigation and the rule of law in the Indo-Pacific. The concept has been adopted by 
other regional powers, including the US and Australia. 

Japan is also a strong proponent of multilateral partnerships, evidenced by its membership in 
the Quad, alongside Australia, the US and India. 

It is an ally of the United States (US) and has been since 1951. Japan’s alliance with the US 
remains a cornerstone of its foreign policy and security. 

The Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs releases an annual Diplomatic Bluebook summarising 
its foreign policy over the previous year.  

Japan-Australia Relations

Japan-Australia relations date back to the 1800s, when Japanese immigrants came to Australia 
to work in agriculture, most famously in the pearl diving industry. Australia also received coal 
and wool imports from Japan at this time. 

The Second World War (WWII) caused a rift in the relationship as the two countries fought 
on opposing sides: Japan for the Axis Powers, and Australia for the Allies. Many Australians 
were taken hostage as prisoners of war in Japanese camps throughout Southeast Asia, further 
worsening relations at this time. 

Bilateral relations between the two countries were re-established in 1952 and remain strong. 
Today, Australia and Japan are united by shared values and their vision for FOIP. Australia’s 
relationship with Japan is one of its strongest in the region.

This extends to economic realms — for example, Japan is among Australia’s top five trading 
partners, while Australia provides 43 per cent of Japan’s LNG imports and 66 per cent of coal. 
The bilateral relationship is therefore crucial to the prosperity of both nations, made further 
evident by their Special Strategic Partnership.

The strength of the Australia-Japan relationship is also exhibited in the realm of security. In 
2022, Japan and Australia signed a landmark Reciprocal Access Agreement, allowing their 
defence forces to be stationed in each other’s countries. It also established a framework for 
future joint military training exercises and disaster support.

Economics 

Japan is the fourth largest economy in the world. It owes this largely to its status as a 
manufacturing giant and its strong export policies during the 20th century. As Japan is 
a resource-poor country, international trade contributes significantly to its economy and 
energy security. 

Today, Japan is a highly-industrialised market economy and a world leader in manufacturing 
automobiles, machine tools, optical and precision equipment, machinery, chemicals and 
consumer electronics.

However, Japan’s shrinking population and subsequent loss of labour is likely to have a 
significant impact on its economy in the coming decades. In fact, the sting of this demographic 
problem is already being felt: in early 2024, Japan slipped from its long-held position as the 
world’s third largest economy to fourth, partly due to growing labour shortages.

Its currency is the Japanese Yen (¥, abbreviated as JPY).
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4 Security

Japan’s approach to security is complicated.

Following its WWII defeat, Japan’s current constitution was crafted especially by the US to ensure Japan 
never repeats its wartime atrocities. This took shape in the form of Article 9, which renounces Japan’s 
right to wage war and its right to an offensive military capability. 

Consequently, Japan does not have a military force in the conventional sense. Instead, it has one 
solely for the purpose of defence — the Japan Self-Defense Force (JSDF). However, there has been 
growing debate surrounding Article 9 and efforts to circumvent it, especially as Japan has been steadily 
increasing its defence budget to meet the demands of an increasingly tense region.

In lieu of conventional military capabilities, Japan has long relied on the US for its security needs. There 
are approximately 55,000 US military personnel stationed in Japan. 

Future Opportunities

As the flagbearer for FOIP, Japan is likely to continue to play a significant role across regional affairs 
— especially in tandem with its US Alliance, but also through multilaterals like the Quad. Japan has 
been a frontrunner for an expanded AUKUS (Australia, UK and US trilateral defence pact) partnership, 
showcasing its importance in military research and development.

Although the effects of its shrinking population may impact its regional standing, it is likely that Japan 
will remain a key player in the Indo-Pacific due to its relationship with the US and its proximity to 
insecurity agents North Korea and China.

Japan’s relationships with developing economies in Southeast Asia and the Indian Ocean region will also 
continue to ensure its relevance as a regional power.

For Australia — facing heightened geopolitical competition and Chinese assertiveness in our near 
region — partnerships with likeminded countries like Japan are especially important because the two 
countries share a common vision of a stable region. Australia will therefore continue to cooperate 
with Japan on issues like climate change, the energy transition, responsible development assistance 
and lending practices, regional maritime exercises in support of stable maritime trading routes, and 
more. This cooperation will be crucial to maintaining the regional stability needed for our own security 
and prosperity.

Further Reading: 

	↗ Japan Country Brief (Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade)
	↗ Australia and Japan’s Special Strategic Partnership 
	↗ Abe Shinzo: the ‘father’ of the Indo-Pacific
	↗ Implementing the Indo-Pacific: Japan’s region building initiatives
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