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Current Situation of the Commerce Sector in Japan

The consumer market has shrunk due to population 
decrease and aging as fewer children are born. Consum-
ers have been spending increasingly more money on 
services rather than goods. The business competition 
situation has also changed due to intensified competi-
tion among different types of stores and the globalized 
retail business driven by the aggressive global strategies 
of U.S. and European retailers. Japanese retailers are 
being required to adjust to these changes in the sur-
rounding circumstances.

Regulations on shop opening days and hours were 
lifted under the Large Scale Store Location Law enforced 
in 2000. As a result, a “24-7” service has become 
widely available and people’s work and lifestyles have 
changed. Long shop opening hours is one of the factors 
in long working hours and an increase in overtime in 
the commerce sector.

The amendment of the Anti-monopoly Act in 1997 
allowed the setting up of holding companies, which 
facilitated more efficient business restructuring, con-
solidation, absorption and mergers. The number of 
holding companies has been increasing in the commerce 
sector. Accordingly, business restructuring through 

M&A and capital tie-ups is increasing.

Holding companies may affect the job security and 
working conditions of workers in their subsidiaries since 
they have an indirect influence in determining working 
conditions and control mergers, dissolutions or trans-
fers of businesses in their subsidiaries as a part of the 
business management in their own group companies 
and capital strategies. Because workers in subsidiaries 
have employment contracts with their own subsidiar-
ies, unions in subsidiaries cannot conduct collective 
bargaining with holding companies.

The number of part-time workers continues to rise 
rapidly. Around 80% of store workers are part-time 
workers. At the same time, more part-time workers 
are being engaged in managerial jobs with higher 
responsibility than unskilled or supplementary jobs.

To reflect these changes in the numbers and job re-
sponsibilities of part-time workers, while some com-
panies are attempting to improve treatment and 
wages for these workers, further efforts are required 
for equal treatment between regular and part-time 
workers.

A global framework agreement (GFA) was signed by Takashi-
maya Company, UNI, JSD (one of the two founding unions 
of UA ZENSEN) and the Takashimaya Labour Union in 
2008, this being the first GFA in Japan. As a follow-up to the 
agreement, the Union and management of Takashimaya meet 

GFA

regularly to report and evaluate progress in the implementa-
tion of the GFA. They also have a regular dialogue with UNI.

UA ZENSEN is approaching other retailers to seek new GFAs 
with them.

Takashimaya
Labour Union

Global Framework Agreement 
Labour-Management Agreement on Code of Conduct

between
Takashimaya Company  Limited,Takashimaya Labour Union, JSD 

and UNI Global Union
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On 6th November, 2012, UI ZENSEN and JSD created a new union, 
UA ZENSEN with a membership of 1.41 million people. UA stands 
for “Union Alliance” and “Union All-round.” Our long-cherished 
wish to realize“ one unified organization for the commerce industry” 
has come true through the creation of this new union, which represents 
a wide range of industries, such as retail, services, textiles, food, 
welfare and medical services.

Many trade unions were formed around 1970 in the commerce 
industry, which before that time had been known as “the dark 

Naoto Ohmi
President, UA ZENSEN

Overview of UA ZENSEN

Affiliates: 2,511unions with 1,422,238 members (as of May 2013)
Women account almost 60% of the entire membership. Half of the 
membership is part-time workers.

 
 

 
 

Manufacturing Division Commerce Division General Service Division

 
 

225,577 members from 
1,117 affiliates

797,751 members from 
516 affiliates

400,580 members from 
820 affiliates

» Food
» Restaurants
» Catering
» Property service and 

transportation
» Living related service
» Hotel and leisure
» Pachinko
» Medical, nursing and welfare
» Temporary agency work

» National chain supermarkets
» Grocery chain stores
» Housing life related stores
» Department stores
» Chain drug stores
» Specialty stores

» Textile material
» Textile processing
» Clothing, sports goods
» Chemical
» Pharmaceutical & cosmetic
» Manufacturing

Regular workers: 704,344
Non-regular workers: 719,589

Male: 599,424
Female: 824,509

49.5%50.5% 57.9% 42.1%

Industries that UA ZENSEN covers are;

UA ZENSEN
The Japanese Federation of Textile, Chemical, Food, 
Commercial, Service and General Workers’ Unions
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Organizational structure of UA ZENSEN

The Headquarters, three Industrial Divisions, and the 47 branches 
which have set up in each prefecture have direct links with every 

continent” because of poor unionization. Unfortunately, those unions 
were separated into four groups in the 1970s. Even though they 
realigned into three groups in the 1980s, this fragmented situation 
lasted for a long time.

In the 1990s, in the midst of the collapse of the bubble economy, 
the recognition of the necessity to act together increased, bringing 
about the unification of various unions within one industry into one 
organization in order to realize the industrial policy of maintaining 
and stabilizing employment. This momentum led to integration into 

two unions, namely UI ZENSEN and JSD and to further discussion 
between the two organizations, which finally resulted in the formation 
of UA ZENSEN. 

One thing that we must not forget in this process is the existence 
of FIET and UNI. JSD and UI ZENSEN were affiliated to FIET in 1970 
and in 1981, respectively, and worked in cooperation for a long 
time. Even when discussions for integration were in difficulty, FIET 
and UNI worked as a bridge between the organizations. 

Organizational structure

UA ZENSEN

47
Prefectural
branches

Industrial 
divisions

Headquarters

Affiliates 
1,423,933 members from 2,495 affiliates

Central 
education 

center

ITUC
ITUC-AP

JTUC-RENGO

IndustriALL
IndustriALL A/P

UNI
UNI-APRO

IUF
IUF-A/P

BWI
BWI-A/P

UA ZENSEN

Focused efforts by the Commerce Division of UA ZENSEN

UA ZENSEN and its Commerce Division have a great responsibility 
and a role as the largest industrial organization in Japan and also 
as the only trade union which represents the commerce industry. 

In order to enhance the healthy development and improvement of 
the social status of the industry, the Commerce Division of UA 
ZENSEN works on the following priority issues: 

(1)  Through improving the organization rate within companies and 
the industry, UA ZENSEN is engaged in: The development of a 
system that will realize a one-million member Commerce Division; 
establishing fair labor standards within the commerce industry; 
and strengthening efforts for part-time workers. UA ZENSEN 

will also tackle several issues, such as fair treatment for part-time 
workers, who account for more than half of the membership of 
the division. 

(2)  UA ZENSEN will work for the healthy development and the improvement 
of the social status of the industry through enhancing the function 
of realizing industrial policy as an industrial trade union. 

(3)  UA ZENSEN will develop industrial relations as well as partnerships 
with political and administrative organizations in order to enhance 
the realization of industrial policy.  

(4) UA ZENSEN will establish a system to increase Members of 
Parliament in order to improve the possibility of realizing policy 
as well as the capacity to realize mid-term industrial policy.

affiliate as a unified organization, UA ZENSEN. 
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Annual Spring Labor Offensive in 2013 —To Negotiate General Working Conditions—

Unified struggle: Unified wage struggle
 Annual working hour reduction
Bargaining on  
working conditions: Efforts to improve organizing rate within the companies
 Revision of collective agreement
 Revision of retirement pay
 Revision of additional compensation benefit for occupational injury
 Lump-sum payment

Wage Struggle 2013

Full time workers (weighted average)

(A) Resources to maintain scheduled yearly wage raises
(B) Wage raises

No. of unions
No. of unions 
concluding 

negotiations

Demand Result Result of previous year

(A) (B) Total (A) (B) Total (A) (B) Total

Manufacturing 
Div. 847 71

5,747 163 6,010 5,790 65 5,910 5,577 57 5,780

1.88 0.06 1.96 1.89 0.02 1.92 1.83 0.02 1.88

51 51 66 51 51 66 47 46 63

Commerce Div. 420 82

4,925 994 6,143 4,922 451 5,401 4,841 391 4,985

1.59 0.36 2.10 1.59 0.16 1.84 1.74 0.14 1.80

48 48 82 48 48 82 14 14 68

General Service 
Div. 593 50

4,550 1,655 6,590 4,538 886 5,803 5,463 2,160 5,921

1.53 0.58 2.30 1.53 0.32 2.01 1.89 0.79 2.05

29 29 50 29 29 50 10 9 45

UA ZENSEN 
Total 1,860 203

5,188 760 6,176 5,202 357 5,622 5,407 278 5,425

1.69 0.27 2.09 1.69 0.13 1.89 1.82 0.10 1.87

128 128 198 128 128 198 71 69 176

Part-time workers (simple average)

No. of 
unions

Demand Result
Average 
hourly 
wage

By wage raise 
system Wage raise Total By wage raise 

system Wage raise Total

Amount % Amount % Amount % Amount % Amount % Amount %

Com-
merce 
Div.

31
11.5 1.2 18.9 2.3 22.2 2.6 11.5 1.2 15.1 1.8 16.0 1.9 913.2

5 4 17 15 31 24 5 4 12 11 31 24 24

General 
Service 
Div.

11
16.0 1.6 34.4 3.5 39.1 3.9 6.1 0.7 31.7 3.2 28.8 2.8 1,037.5

2 2 9 9 11 11 1 1 7 7 11 11 11

UA 
ZENSEN 
Total

42
12.8 1.3 24.3 2.8 26.6 3.0 10.6 1.1 21.2 2.4 19.4 2.2 952.3

7 6 26 24 42 35 6 5 19 18 42 35 35

* Blue rows indicate the number of unions aggregated.
* Number of aggregated unions in each column differs due to unions indicating wage hikes only by amount or percentage.
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Current Status of Automobile Sales and  
Trade Unions in Japan

Characteristics of car dealers in Japan

Automobile distribution channels in Japan have developed to date 
based on the franchise systems introduced from the U.S. with Japanese 
own adjustments. Car dealers are broadly divided into two groups 
in terms of their capital structure, namely carmaker related dealers 
(with capital contribution of over 50% to 100% from a carmaker) 
and independent dealers (with capital contribution of 0% to 50% 
from a carmaker). Basically, each dealer covers a sales area being 
a prefectural under an exclusive dealership agreement with the 
relevant carmaker. However, in recent years, carmaker related dealers 
have been promoting streamlining of the management by wide 
area dealerships covering multiple prefectural areas and integrations 
of multiple sales channels.

Their sales activities are characterized by the basic focus on the 
enhancement of over-the-counter sales in the case of dealers selling 
passenger vehicles and the strengthening of maintenance services 
in the case of dealers selling large vehicles, for the purpose of 
retaining existing managed customers and acquiring new customers 
in both types of dealers. Further, the attempts to strengthen their 
revenue base have been made by each sales premise of dealers, in 
addition to the sale of new cars, handling other related aspects 
such as the sale of used cases, check-ups and maintenance, insurance, 
supply of parts and accessories, and finance as a part of the same 
value chain in order to raise “Customer satisfaction (CS).”

Mentality of people working at car dealers

Japanese car dealers have adapted to all kinds of environmental 
changes supported by roles played and contributions made by their 
employees as well as the relation of confidence with customers. 
Therefore, various measures and policies have been laid out through 
mechanisms of repeated advance consultation between labor and 
management based on the workers’ belief that the development of 
the company they work for will protect their employment and promote 
the maintenance and improvement of their working conditions. 
Further, for front-line staff, the improvement of skills to negotiate 
with customers is seen to be indispensable for the achievement of 
sales targets. Accordingly, sales persons and service workers endeavor 
to enhance product knowledge and technical ability respectively on 
a daily basis. Employees of Japanese car dealers provide high quality 
labor adapting to environmental changes through the above mentioned 
endeavors. It should not be forgotten that there are background 
factors based on the system of long term continued employment 
behind this such as the corporate culture of having a high regard 
for employees as well as mechanisms of collective agreements and 
labor-management consultations in order to maintain constructive 
labor-management relationship.

Roles played by car dealers labor’ unions

For car dealers, it is highly important to maintain and improve the 
dynamisms of their employees. Thus, car dealers need to make 
themselves attractive as work places by improving general work 
conditions such as wages and bonuses at the same time as improving 
the work environment.

However, car dealers are behind carmakers in terms of work conditions 
such as wages and bonuses and the improvement of working 
conditions to correct the disparity with carmakers is a problem to 
be solved. Further, long working hours, works on a holiday, and low 
use of paid holidays have been continuing in attempts to respond 
to diversifying user needs, which is required to be promptly corrected 
from the view point of work-life balance as well. Further, in terms 
of health and safety, the enhancement of health and safety activities 
starting with the prevention of work related accidents for service 
staff carrying out mechanical tasks has become an urgent issue to 
be solved. In this respect, the establishment of clear rules between 
labor and management and their proper operation has become 
important in order to make car dealers attractive as employers.

In order to address to the above issues, car dealers have set up 
forums for collective bargaining and labor-management consultations. 
Collective bargaining sessions mainly deal with matters concerning 
work conditions. In Japan, requests, negotiations, and resolutions 
of wage increases are intensively handled during the annual spring 
labor offensive called “Shunto“ (annual spring labor negotiations) 
(held between February to May). Unlike collective bargaining that 
is focused on work conditions, labor-management consultations 
deal with wide range of issues including matters in which labor and 
management have a common interest. Labor-management consultations 
are prescribed as forum for negotiation under many collective labor 
agreements.  Matters including general management, sales planning, 
personnel systems, and welfare programs are discussed in labor-
management consultations, which have become established as the 
forum for employees to participate in management. 

Unions also have an important function as the counterpart of 
management. Unions are required not only to check the management 
in relation to matters such as corporate policies, compliance, and 
corporate social responsibility (CSR), but also to apply brakes by 
saying “No” to measures that may devastate work places in the 
future and to actively make proposals from the workers’ viewpoint.
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Car dealers in the future

In order to adapt to ever-changing market environments owing to 
various factors such as political and economic trends, falling birth 
rate, and decreased appetite of young people for car, domestic 
automobile sales channels in Japan have gone through major changes 
such as the reconstruction of dealer networks, merger and abolition 
of sales premises, and corresponding optimization of personnel 
placements.

The downsizing trend is evident as most recently shown by the sales 
share of mini vehicles nearly reaching 40% of the total sales of 
automobiles as a whole. The fact that all domestic passenger carmakers 
now deal with light vehicles has been a factor to accelerate this 
trend. 

As there is no end in the transformation of sales systems responding 
to changes in the market environment, continued flexible responses 
are expected to be required in the future. It will be permanently 

Representing the broadly based automobile industry, the JAW is 
the confederated organization of industry-wide trade unions with 
762,000 workers (as of June 2013) widely gathered from industrial 
sectors including manufacturing of cars, car bodies, and parts; auto 
sales; transportation; and other related general industrial sectors 
that is composed of twelve enterprise group unions. This organizational 

required that carmakers and car dealers should respectively play 
their roles and fulfill their responsibilities at the same time as providing 
community-based customer services. Therefore, both labor and 
management should positively address to the structuring of optimal 
sales systems considering issues of locational conditions, market 
characteristics, and premise trait with respect to sales premises 
scattered around the relevant sales area.

Finally, it should be noted that car dealers are at the contact point 
between the supply chain consisting of development, manufacturing, 
parts manufacturing, transportation, and sales, and the value chain 
consisting of sales, service, parts supply, used car sales, insurance, 
and finance and that car dealers are increasingly required to make 
further contributions to the life of car users through the total quality 
of their sales activities and technical services sophisticating added 
value of cars such as the product competitiveness, prices, environmental 
responsiveness, fuel consumption, and durability.

composition of enterprise group unions is unique to labor unions 
in the Japanese automobile industry. An enterprise group union, 
the Federation of All Toyota Workers’ Unions, for example, consists 
of 307 company unions (as of January 2013) including labor unions 
of parts makers supplying parts to Toyota, car dealers selling Toyota 
cars, and transportation companies transporting Toyota cars, etc., 
centering around Toyota Motor Workers’ Union. This means that all 
labor unions of companies handling Toyota cars are organized into 
one federation and working together with their ingenuity in order 
to improve general work conditions for all Toyota group workers. 

13.8 % of 762,000 total members (i.e. 105,000 members) are 
composed of sales persons, administrative staff, and service staff 
and out of which 11.6% are female members. Further, 36.1% of 
Japanese car dealers (i.e. 643 companies out of the total of 1,783 
Japanese car dealers) have organized labor unions that are members 
of the JAW.

Organizational Characteristics of  
the Car Dealers Division of the Confederation of  

Japan Automobile Workers’ Unions (JAW)

Yasunobu Aihara 
President, JAW
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Confederation of 
Japan Automobile 
Workers’ Unions

Federation of All Toyota Workers’ Unions
(326,000 members)

JAW is an industrial union organization to 
which members of various types of businesses 

join as if symbolizing the wide range of the 
automobile industry.

Federation of All Nissan and General Workers’ Unions
 (139,000 members)

Federation of All Honda Workers’ Unions
(79,000 members)

Federation of All Mazda Workers’ Unions
(43,000 members)

Federation of All Mitsubishi Motors and Mitsubishi Fuso Workers' Unions
 (41,000 members)

Federation of Suzuki Automobile Workers’ Unions 
(26,000 members)

Federation of All Daihatsu Automobile Workers’ Unions
 (25,000 members)

Federation of Fuji Heavy Industry Workers’ Unions 
 (23,000 members)

Federation of All Isuzu Automobile Workers’ Unions 
(17,000 members)

Federation of Hinomotor Workers’ Unions 
(16,000 members)

Federation of All Yamaha Workers’ Unions
(12,000 members)

Federation of Japan Auto Parts Workers’ Unions
 (15,000 members)

* As of June 2013: 12 union 
federations, 762,000 
unionized members

Parts

Manufactures

Transportation

Sales

Non-sales-related unions Sales-related unions

IndustriAll 
Global Union

JCM

ITUC

JTUC-RENGO

12 union federations

UNI

UNI-LCJ

Organizational structure of the Confederation of Japan Automobile Workers’ Unions
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ant to the decision made by the general meeting, 
matters related to its management and activities are 
discussed and implemented by the steering committee 
composed of 23 members from the 12 affiliates.

With 1,032,200 members, many Japanese affiliates 
hold key positions in UNI. Many of them are involved 
in UNI decision-making bodies, and in particular they 
are very much responsible for promoting UNI activities 
in the Asia-Pacific region. Since 2000, many overseas 
projects have been run by UNI-LCJapan. Seminars with 
national liaison councils in the various countries have 
been conducted, in close cooperation with UNI-LCJapan. 
UNI-LCJ Commerce is one of the most promising sec-
tors in Japan.

UNI-LCJapan (UNI Liaison Council Japan) is the domes-
tic council where UNI affiliates in Japan discuss their 
involvement in UNI activities and harmonize their 
opinions and positions. In conjunction with UNI con-
solidation, UNI-LCJapan was formed in January 2000 
and has been growing its membership with determined 
commitment on organizing. As of February 2013, 
UNI-LCJapan consists of 12 trade unions as affiliates 
with a total of 1,032,200 members and carries out 
activities in close cooperation with UNI/UNI-Apro.

UNI-LCJapan convenes an annual general meeting in 
February of every year to discuss and make decisions 
on its activity programs and budget; its officers are 
elected at the general meeting every two years. Pursu-

What is UNI-LCJapan? 
A Domestic Consultation and  

Coordination Body: UNI-LCJapan 

UNI Global
Headquarters:
Nyon of Switzerland

Sectors Regional Organisations Inter-Professional Groups

UNI Sectors
(13 sectors)

Commerce, Finance,
Graphical, ICTS, 
Media&Entertaiment and
Post&Logistics, Sport etc.

Regional Sectors
(Apro : 9 sectors)

〈Apro desk offices〉
  Bangkok, Bangalore, Jakarta, 
  Kathmandu,  Kota Kinabalu, Seoul 
  

UNI-LCJapan : 
UNI Liaison Council Japan

Tokyo Office

Japan Broadcasting Labour 
Union (NHK W

orker’s Union)
(NIPPORO)

Japan Federation of Com
m

ercial 
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orker's Unions 
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roup 

U
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U
)
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Technology  Service
W

orkers of Japan
(ICTJ) 
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)

UNI Apro : Asia&Pacific regional organization
Regional headquarters : Singapore
UNI Apro : Asia&Pacific regional organization
Regional headquarters : Singapore
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Zendentsu Kaikan 6F, 3-6 Kanda-Surugadai, Chiyoda-ku, Tokyo 101-0062 Japan
Tel: +81-3-3251-3374 FAX: +81-3-3257-0839 E-mail: lcjapan @ vesta.dti.ne.jp

UNI Liaison Council Japan (UNI-LCJapan)


