
Japan: Agricultural Equipment in Northern Japan

Page 1 of 9

export.gov
The U.S. Commercial Service – Your Global Business Partner. 800-USA-TRADE

Summary

Until the massive eastern Japan earthquake that took place on March 11, 2011, the Japanese agricultural
equipment market had been decreasing over the past 15 years. With the extensive damage caused by the
earthquake and tsunami, though, this situation might change. The damage caused by the earthquake and tsunami
to farmland and agricultural facilities in all of Japan has been estimated at US$8.3 billion (Japanese Yen 82 to the
dollar) as of April 25, 2011 by the Japanese Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry, and Fisheries (MAFF). The
government of the northern Japan prefecture of Miyagi, hit especially hard by the earthquake/tsunami, estimates
agricultural damage there alone to be US $5.7 billion.

Despite the decreasing market trend that was taking place prior to the recent tragedy, Japanese manufacturers of
agricultural equipment had been enjoying good business prospects as they strove to meet Japanese farmers’
future needs. Japanese manufacturers have been able to maintain good business prospects in this sector by
reducing operational costs through extensive reorganization and reengineering of their products, and by upgrading
their equipment’s safety and environmental features without having to raise sales prices.   
 
Japanese agriculture is facing a difficult future as the farmer population is aging and decreasing in number and
rural areas are becoming increasingly depopulated. The Japanese agricultural equipment industry is working to
offer solutions that make farming in Japan a profitable business, not only for the sake of profit but also to attract
younger generations to agriculture careers. Therefore, demand in Japan for low-priced ‘simple’ agricultural
equipment is strong, and at the same time, multi-purpose equipment is also desired as it saves labor and
operational costs. Other interesting recent developments in this sector include: the introduction of robots that can
handle planting and weeding and the introduction of new kinds of agricultural apparel (so-called “robot suits”) that
make it easier to accomplish farm tasks. These R&D projects had been proceeding apace in response to pre-
existing issues in the Japanese agricultural sector, but may now accelerate in light of the need to rehabilitate
farming areas damaged by the March 11 earthquake and tsunami.

Market Demand

The Japanese agricultural equipment market has decreased by 30 percent over the past 15 years. That trend
was expected to continue until the massive eastern Japan earthquake and tsunami which struck on March 11,
2011. The damage caused by the earthquake and tsunami to farmland and agricultural facilities in all of Japan
has been estimated at US$8.3 billion (Japanese Yen 82 to the dollar) as of April 25, 2011 by the Japanese
Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry, and Fisheries (MAFF). The government of the northern Japan prefecture of
Miyagi, hit especially hard by the earthquake/tsunami, estimates agricultural damage there alone to be US $5.7
billion.

The tables below illustrate the prefectures of northern Japan*, some of which were severely damaged by the
tsunami following the March 11 earthquake. On March 29, MAFF estimated the total loss of farmland to be
23,600 hectares (approximately 58,316 acres) (See Table 1). It must be noted the damage includes that caused
by salt water contamination as well as areas where the irrigation system was completely destroyed.

Agriculture and fisheries were mainstay industries in coastal areas of northern Japan and Japan needs to rebuild
from scratch damaged farmland and ports in many areas of the tsunami-impacted zone. With farmland soil
contaminated by sea water, rebuilding will not simply be a matter of obtaining new equipment. Recovery must
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begin with removing the salt and cultivating the soil before any crops or vegetables can be grown again. Farming
infrastructure will need to be rebuilt as well in these areas.

*Note: Northern Japan generally refers to Hokkaido, Aomori, Akita, Iwate, Miyagi, Niigata and Yamagata. CS
Sapporo covers the first four prefectures.

The decreasing agricultural population, aging farmers, and the depopulation of rural areas have been primary
issues facing Japanese agriculture, and these factors may well hamper the recovery of agriculture in the northern
Japan region. Moreover, because of the magnitude of the damage done to the farmland, evacuated farmers may
not return to the area to resume farming.

Table 1: Estimated Area Damaged by Tsunami

(Unit: ha)

Prefecture
Agricultural

Area

Estimated Area
Damaged by

Tsunami

(2011) (%)

Aomori 156,800 79 0.1%

Iwate 153,900 1,838 1.2%

Miyagi 136,300 15,002 11.0%

Fukushima 149,900 5,923 4.0%

Ibaraki 175,200 531 0.3%

Chiba 128,800 227 0.2%

Total 900,900 23,600 2.6%
Source: MAFF announcement March 30, 2011
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At the same time, however, multi-purpose equipment i.e., a machine that plants, weeds, and fertilizes, is also
desired as it can save time, labor, and machinery costs, and such equipment is also expected to appeal to
younger generations of farmers since it would help lower the financial risk in farming operations. High-speed
tractors, planters, and harvesters are also desired for similar reasons.

Table 2: Machinery Cost Comparison between Japan and the U.S.

(Unit: ha)
(Unit: $ per 10a)

Japan U.S.

(Land ≥10 ha) California

Agricultural Area per Household 14 141

Material Costs 640 204

Agricultural Machines 187 39

Depreciation 123 32

Agricultural Tractors (riding type) 26 ...

Rice-Planting Machines 17 ...

Sprayers 2 ...

Combines 34 ...

Rice Huskers 2 ...

Agricultural Driers 9 ...

Others 33 ...

Repair Costs 65 7

Rent and Charges 76 58

Agricultural implements Rent 15 ...

Fertilizers dispersion ... (4)

Chemical Dispersion 10 (6)

Cultivation Rent 0.2 ...

Seeding, Rice-Planting Costs 0.3 ...

Production Contract 7 (7)

Huskers / Threshers 0.4 ...

Rice Center Costs 14

Country-Elevator Costs 20
(10)

Exchange rate: 87.78 yen (2010)
Source: MAFF Report issued April 2008

Market Data

There are four major agricultural equipment manufacturers in Japan, who mainly manufacture tractors, rice
planters, and combines. There are other manufacturers that produce machines such as rotary tillers and
dehydrators. In addition, there are smaller parts manufacturers, and all of these companies provide farmers with
equipment through the following two supply routes: agricultural co-ops and trading houses as illustrated below in
Table 3.  
 Table 3:
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Source: MAFF Report April 2008

As mentioned earlier, the market has been gradually shrinking during the past 15 years. Graph 1 illustrates the
number of domestic shipments in relation to the number of farmers. The decrease in shipments is due in part to
the decreasing number of farming households from 5 million in 1975 to 1.8 million in 2007. According to statistics
released by MAFF in June 2009, the number of farming households fell to a little below 1.8 million in 2009. Yet the
major manufacturers of agricultural equipment have managed to maintain shipment levels by exporting to other
markets overseas (See Graph 2) while modifying the equipment to meet ‘niche’ needs of the domestic agricultural
market.

Graph 1: Domestic Shipment of Rice Cultivation Equip.
in Relation to the Number of Farming Households

Graph 2:
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Table 4: Aging Farming Population in Northern Japan

Agricultural
Area Total age over

65

ratio
over
65

Average
Age

Average
age

ranking

Country Total 2,606,476 1,605,304 62% 65.8

Hokkaido 111,352 38,343 34% 56.8 47

Aomori 80,496 41,333 51% 62.6 46

Iwate 90,157 57,193 63% 66.3 24

Miyagi 70,884 42,313 60% 65.2 29

Akita 71,805 43,434 60% 65.6 28

Yamagata 64,335 37,213 58% 65.2 30

Fukushima 109,063 69,713 64% 66.8 19
Source: Statistics of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries issued by MAFF June, 2009

Graph 3: Increase in Average Farm Area per Household

Source: Statistics of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries issued by MAFF June, 2009

Aging farmers and the decreasing number of successors is stimulating some interesting product research in this
sector however. For example, the National Agriculture and Food Research Organization in Tsukuba, Ibaraki
Prefecture, has been developing a robot to conduct rice planting. But this technology is not geared solely at aging
farmers. People expect that this technology may also attract the interest of the younger generation into farming.
Other institutions are developing GPS- capable tractors and combine harvesters. With prior programming of
farming paths and machine speeds, these robots can handle the work automatically. The organization plans to
implement practical testing within three years and commercialize these robots in several years.

Akita Prefectural University is also developing a robot for weeding work. The University’s recent report indicates
that the issues of aging and depopulation in rural agricultural areas have fostered the use of large equipment in
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rice fields, but such equipment only streamlines planting and harvesting activities, while weeding actually
consumes one-third of all cultivation labor. Graph 4 illustrates how much time is spent on each type of cultivation
work in rice planting. Currently weeding is done manually as many farmers do not want to depend on chemical
herbicides to meet consumer expectations for safer food grown in environmentally-friendly fields.

Graph 4:

Source; Reference material by the Society of Instrument and Control Engineers 247th Symposium, SICE Tohoku, December 2008

Another interesting trend is the development of so-called “robot suits.” These are suits worn by farmers for
agricultural work. These suits have eight joints and are equipped with mechanical and sensor systems to help
ease physical burdens on farm workers. For example, the burden on a worker to pick radishes would be
decreased by 50% if done using this type of suit. As there is work that cannot be done by equipment, the “robot
suit” solution is seen to help decrease labor and physical burdens on workers. Both robots and robot suits are still
in an experimental phase of development, but they will certainly be an area that deserves future attention.

For reference, the following table illustrates the general status of agriculture in northern Japan. Again, northern
Japan generally refers to Hokkaido, Aomori, Akita, Iwate, Miyagi, Niigata, and Yamagata, but this report covers
only the first four prefectures. (Note: There was no agricultural damage to Hokkaido and Akita from the recent
earthquake and tsunami.) 
 

Table 5: Top Five Prefectures of Agricultural Output 2009

(Million USD)

Rank Prefecture
Agricultural

Output

1 Hokkaido 10,793

2 Ibaraki 4,451

3 Chiba 4,340

4 Kagoshima 4,275

5 Miyazaki 3,280
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Source: Statistics of MAFF, Dec 10, 2010
rate: 93.68 yen

Graph 5: Top Five Prefectures in Agricultural Output by Crop:
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Since agricultural equipment is a depreciable asset for seven years and farmers tend to continue using such
equipment beyond this period, it is important to maintain a service and maintenance system responsive to
customer needs.

Market Issues & Obstacles
There are no apparent barriers to agricultural equipment exports to Japan. Please note, though, for any industry,
Japanese language localization is an important issue. Language proficiency is highly recommended in working
with customers, but as mentioned in the paragraph above, partnering with a local company would help filling the
gap as your Japanese counterparts represent your company in the market. A tenacious approach is usually
required to succeed in Japan.

Trade Events

Event: The 33rd International Agricultural Equipments Fair in Obihiro
Time: July, 2014
Venue: TBD (Obihiro)
Website: http://www.noukiten-obihiro.com/english.html

Event: Iseki Spring Fair
Time: March-April (Annual event)
Venue: TBD (Hokkaido)
Website: http://www1.sphere.ne.jp/isekihok/

Event: Cornes AG Equipment Show
Time: July, 2011 (Annual event)
Venue: TBD (Hokkaido)
Website: http://www.cornesag.com/jp/

Event: Akita Agricultural Equipment Show
Time: November, 2011 (Annual event)
Venue: TBD (Akita)
Website: http://www.agriworld.or.jp/nitinoki/column/column_41/column4104/index.html

Event: Iwate Agricultural Equipment Show
Time: August, 2011 (Annual event)
Venue: TBD (Iwate)
Website: http http://www.pref.iwate.jp/index.rbz

Event: Furukawa Agricultural Fair
Time: October (Annual event)
Venue: Furukawa Agricultural Test Center
Website: http://www.pref.miyagi.jp/res_center/osirase/openfurukawa.html

Event: JA Miyagi Agricultural Fair
Time: November (Annual event)
Venue: TBD (Miyagi)
Website: http://www.ja-mg.or.jp/newstopics/event/support.html

Resources & Contacts

Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (MAFF)
http://www.maff.go.jp/e/index.html

Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry (METI)

http://www.maff.go.jp/e/index.html
http://www.pref.miyagi.jp/res_center/osirase/openfurukawa.html
http://www.noukiten-obihiro.com/english.html
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http://www.meti.go.jp/english/index.html

Japan Farm Machinery Manufacturer’s Association (JFMMA)
http://www.jfmma.or.jp/e-aboutus/aboutus.html

Ministry of Land, Infrastructure and Transport Hokkaido (MLIT Hokkaido)
http://www.hkd.mlit.go.jp/eng/index.html

Japan Agricultural Mechanization Association (JAMA) - Only in Japanese
http://www.nitinoki.or.jp/

New Agricultural Mechanization Enhancement Co.,Ltd. (NAME) - Only in Japanese
http://www.shinnouki.co.jp/index.html

Hokkaido Government
http://www.pref.hokkaido.lg.jp/foreign/English.htm

Tohoku Regional Agricultural Administration Office - Only in Japanese
http://www.maff.go.jp/tohoku/index.html

For More Information

The U.S. Commercial Service in Sapporo, Japan can be contacted via e-mail at: misa.shimizu@trade.gov;
Phone: 81-11-641-1115 ext.5; Fax: 81-11-643-1283; or visit our website: www.buyusa.gov/japan/en

The U.S. Commercial Service — Your Global Business Partner

With its network of offices across the United States and in more than 80 countries, the U.S. Commercial Service of
the U.S. Department of Commerce utilizes its global presence and international marketing expertise to help U.S.
companies sell their products and services worldwide. Locate the U.S. Commercial Service trade specialist in the
U.S. nearest you by visiting http://www.export.gov/eac.

Comments and Suggestions: We welcome your comments and suggestions regarding this market research.
You can e-mail us your comments/suggestions to: Customer.Care@mail.doc.gov. Please include the name of
the applicable market research in your e-mail. We greatly appreciate your feedback.

Disclaimer: The information provided in this report is intended to be of assistance to U.S. exporters. While we make every
effort to ensure its accuracy, neither the United States government nor any of its employees make any representation as to the
accuracy or completeness of information in this or any other United States government document. Readers are advised to
independently verify any information prior to reliance thereon. The information provided in this report does not constitute legal
advice.

International copyright, U.S. Department of Commerce, 2011. All rights reserved outside of the United States.
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