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Section 4  Business opportunities for Japanese companies 
 
1. Exports from Japan to China 

In this section, we will examine business opportunities for Japanese companies in China. First, we 
will provide an overview of exports from Japan and then examine the trends in the Chinese market and 
Japanese affiliates in China. 

China’s economic growth, which was already discussed, is considered to have favorable effects on 
exports from Japan through the expansion of the market. It should be kept in mind not only that China’s 
economic size is growing but also that various structural changes are occurring at the same time. This 
suggests that not all sectors are necessarily growing equally but that the degree of growth varies from 
sector to sector. In particular, significant business opportunities can be expected in sectors where growth 
is anticipated. One of the major changes occurring in China is a rise in the income level of individuals. 
From the macroeconomic viewpoint, a shift from investment to consumption is a major change. It has 
been pointed out that in the expanding consumer market (so-called B to C market), market segments for 
infants, elderly people and the middle class are growing markedly. It is also said that in the market for 
companies (B to B market), such sectors as industrial robotics and environment-related technology are 
promising as China is oriented toward changes in the industrial structure, the upgrading of its industries 
and a green economic growth now that the working-age population has started to decline on the 
demographic front. 

Now, let us examine growth sectors while looking at actual statistics. First, we will provide an 
overview of the trend in overall exports from Japan to China. In the 2000s, the value of exports to China 
increased considerably following the country’s accession to the WTO (Figure II-3-4-1-1). Later, 
although exports slumped after the collapse of Lehman Brothers, the value of exports from Japan hit a 
record high of around 14.9 trillion yen in 2017. This figure, the second highest in that year after the 
value of exports to the United States, around 15.1 trillion yen, accounted for some 20% of the total value 
of Japanese exports. In recent years, it has also been pointed out that cross-border e-commerce has 
increased rapidly. In 2016, the value of cross-border e-commerce came to 1.0366 trillion yen, surpassing 
the 1 trillion yen mark for the first time, and in 2017, the value is estimated to have reached 1.2978 
trillion yen (up 25.2% from the previous year) (Figure II-3-4-1-2).162 
 
  

                                                   
162 Indicated here is the value of purchases by Chinese consumers from Japanese business operators through 

cross-border e-commerce (B to C) transactions. The estimate of cross-border e-commerce covers a wider 
range of transactions than customs statistics covering trade in goods, including (non-digital) services, 
such as financial transactions and ticket sales, online social games, cloud services, and digital services, 
such as smartphone applications in addition to goods sales. 
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3-4-1-4). In addition, reflecting an increase in the number of internet users, demand for semiconductors 
is said to be growing rapidly, so the value of exports of semiconductor manufacturing equipment is large 
and the growth rate is high. Regarding machinery parts, exports are increasing at double-digit rates for 
automobile-related items, including engines and automotive parts, and electronics equipment-related 
items, including printed circuits, switchboards, switches, liquid crystal devices and optical fibers. The 
value of exports of integrated circuits is large and the growth remains stable. The trends already 
mentioned, including the peaking-out of the working-age population, rising personnel cost, Made in 
China 2025, and industrial labor saving, sophistication and electronification through the Internet Plus 
initiative, are considered to be providing opportunities for exports of machine tools, semiconductor 
manufacturing equipment and electronic equipment parts, among other items.167 

Exports of those machinery-category items are considered to be based on the manufacturing 
industry’s international division of production, but exports of consumer goods have also increased 
recently. Regarding consumer goods, exports of cosmetics, medical products, recreation-related items, 
including toys and travel, and products for infants, are also growing significantly.168 As was already 
mentioned, consumption growth associated with the rise in the income level is supporting exports of 
items related to everyday life. Regarding foods, exports of tea, refined sake, beer, and fruit and vegetable 
juice are also increasing considerably, indicating growth of gastronomy in China. It has been pointed 
out that one factor behind these trends is confidence in Japanese products as being safe and reliable.169 
With respect to consumer goods, it may be presumed that an increase in purchases through cross-border 
e-commerce is having an impact. There are many people who have the experience of purchasing 
Japanese products through cross-border e-commerce, and reasons related to travel to Japan, such as that 
the attraction of Japanese products was found during a trip to the country, have been cited for such 
purchase.170 Among products ranked high as items purchased through cross-border e-commerce are 
cosmetics, foods and medical products. These items coincide with the items for which the export growth 
rate is high based on trade statistics. 
 

                                                   
167 Among machines and equipment, exports of medical equipment (HS9018), in addition to industrial 

machinery, are growing steadily (the value of exports at 793 million dollars and the year-on-year growth 
rate at 13% in 2017). 

168  In December 2017, China lowered tariffs on 187 product items, including foods, home electrical 
appliances and daily goods, and this is expected to have a favorable impact on future imports of 
consumer goods. 

169  According to an internet survey conducted by JETRO with Chinese consumers in August 2017 
(“CHUUGOKU NO SHOUHISHA NO NIHON SEIHIN TOU ISHIKI CHOUSA”), Japan was ranked 
No. 1 (selected by 36.4% of the respondents) in terms of the perception of a country associated with 
eco-friendliness (energy-saving and environment friendly) among Chinese people and No. 2 (selected 
by 25.5%) in terms of the perception of a country associated with safety (in this survey, the respondents 
were asked to select one country out of the total of nine countries, including Japan, China and the United 
States). 

170 The above survey also covered the usage of cross-border EC. Of the respondents, 67.7% had the 
experience of purchasing Japanese products. The frequently cited reasons for using cross-border EC 
included “not on sale in China” (44.4%), “found the product attractive during a trip to Japan” (40.4%), 
and “Japanese products are not fakes” (32.4%). Among the most popular items purchased through cross-
border EC were cosmetics (48.5%), foods (41.6%) and medical products (35.5%). 
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With respect to education, it can be pointed out that the number of students who advance to higher 
education institutions is rapidly increasing in China (Figure II-3-4-2-10). Against the backdrop of the 
rising higher education enrollment rate, interest in education is presumed to be growing as parents wish 
to provide high-quality education to children who were born during the period of the one-child policy. 
The fact that the rising income level has made Chinese families affluent enough to spend money on 
education is also considered to be contributing to the growing interest in education.181 

Japan proposed the establishment of the Japan-China Services Cooperation Mechanism as a 
framework of bilateral cooperation in the services industry, and an agreement was reached and a 
memorandum of understanding on the proposal was signed on the occasion of the Japan-China-Republic 
of Korea summit in May this year. As the first step of this cooperation, Japan has proposed to hold a 
symposium concerning preventive care, nursing care and living-support services in the field of aging of 
society within this year. Next year and beyond, Japan and China will promote cooperation activities, 
including symposiums, business matching and political dialogue in a broad range of fields, including 
the education industry, under this framework. 

As was already mentioned, dealing with environmental problems has become a major challenge in 
China. Japanese companies are also required to comply with environmental regulations, and at the same 
time, this may create business opportunities for companies possessing superior environmental 
technology. Looking at the value of investments in measures to control environmental pollution 
announced by the government of China, which is a benchmark of the scale of the market, investments 
have been increasing as a trend although the investment value varies from year to year182 (Figure II-3-
4-2-11). As the government of China has indicated a policy of placing emphasis on the preservation of 
the environment, environment-related investments are widely expected to increase. 
 
  

                                                   
181 As is indicated by the presence of around 150 million users of e-learning as shown by the status of usage 

of internet applications described in Section 2 of this chapter, interest in education is strong (Figure II-
3-2-8). 

182 In 2016, the total value of investments in measures to control environmental pollution amounted to 
around 920 billion yuan, of which around 540 billion yuan was invested in urban environmental 
infrastructure and around 82 billion yuan was invested in measures to control industrial pollution. Of 
the investments in urban infrastructure investments, greening (40% of the investments in urban 
environmental infrastructure) and waste water treatment (27%) accounted for large shares. Of the 
investments in measures to control industrial pollution, air quality control (69% of the investments in 
measures to control industrial pollutions), water quality control (13%), soil quality control (6%) and 
other control measures (12%) were major investment items. 
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Japanese and Chinese businesses in third countries will be beneficial for the development of the two 
countries and partner countries. At the Japan-China Energy Conservation and Environment Forum, 
which was held in Tokyo in December 2017, the two countries newly established a working group on 
the development of third-country markets and exchanged opinions about the possibility of Japan-China 
cooperation in such fields as the development of green power sources, including solar and hydroelectric 
power, gas-fired thermal power generation, and industrial sophistication, including the modernization 
of oil refineries. It was also pointed out by companies that it is necessary to create a forum in which 
Japanese and Chinese companies not only in the fields of energy conservation and the environment but 
also in a broad range of other fields participate and exchange opinions. Furthermore, at the Japan-China 
summit meeting in May 2018 (between Prime Minister Abe and Premier Li Keqiang), the two leaders 
agreed to (A) establish a new committee on the promotion of expansion of Japanese and Chinese private 
businesses in third countries for discussions between the private and public sectors and across ministries 
and agencies under the Japan-China High-Level Economic Dialogue in order to discuss specific projects 
and (B) hold a forum for cooperation in third-country markets as an opportunity for exchange between 
Japanese and Chinese private companies during Prime Minister Abe’s visit to China. Japan and China 
will use the above two frameworks to promote dialogue and exchange and formulate specific projects 
for cooperation between Japanese and Chinese companies in third countries. 

Until now, China has been viewed as a production base, as is suggested by the “world’s factory” 
label, and as a result, many manufacturing companies related to supply chains are located in the country. 
However, the personnel cost in China has risen and the consumption market has expanded, so the country 
is transforming itself into the “world’s market.” China has various structural problems, but if it succeeds 
in overcoming them and shifts to consumption-led growth, it will become important to continue 
considering business opportunities in China as a promising market. While Chinese companies are 
actively expanding abroad, it has also been pointed out that cooperation between Japanese and Chinese 
companies in third countries is useful. It is necessary to take advantage of the vibrancy of China, a 
country which continues to grow, in order to make Japan more vibrant. 
 


