
T h e  I n t e r n a t i o n a l  E n e r g y  
Agency (IEA) estimates that 
about 60% of the global poten-
tial for various technologies to 

deliver CO2 reductions between now 
and 2030 will come from energy effi-
ciency. In developing countries, about 
70% of this potential comes from en-
ergy efficiency.

Over the past thirty years since the 
oil shock, energy efficiency in Japan 
has improved by 37% as a result of 
the concerted efforts of both the public 
and the private sectors. This is due to 
energy efficiency initiatives that in-
volve both regulation and government 
support. Regulation has been based on 
the Law concerning the Rational Use 
of Energy, and government support 
has taken the forms of budgetary, tax 
and financial measures. The budget 
for energy efficiency measures now 
amounts to approximately 100 billion 
yen in METI alone.  Industry has also 

made a significant contribution to en-
ergy efficiency through its voluntary 
action plan.

The Law concerning the Rational 
Use of Energy that was passed in 1979 
established a framework that requires 
energy management in manufacturing 
and commercial sectors and sets out 
energy efficiency standards for houses 
and buildings, and machinery and 
equipment. This law has been recently 
amended every few years, and its 
frame work now covers all sectors 
within the economy.

For manufacturing and commer-
cial sectors, including not only facto-
ries but also office buildings, hospitals, 
department stores and so on, there is a 
system of designated energy manage-
ment sites, which requires improve-
ment of energy use intensity by 1% 
annually, submission of annual reports 
on their energy use and investment 
plans to the Govern ment and assign-
ment of a nationally qualified energy 
manager. As a result of the amend-
ments in 2005, transport operators 
were also added to this regulatory sys-
tem with the owners of cargo now 
subject to regulations as well. In the 
housing and building sector, regula-
t ions  have  been  p rogress ive ly  
strengthened, and for the machinery 
and equipment sector, the Top Runner 
Program was introduced as part of the 
1998 amendments. This program es-

tablishes a series of energy efficiency 
targets that set high standards manu-
facturers need to meet in several years’ 
time. So far standards have been es-
tablished for twenty-one products, in-
cluding automobiles, household appli-
ances and lighting.

In 1999, for example, when the 
Top Runner standards for automobiles 
were announced, automobile manufac-
turers expressed concerns that the 
standards were too strict but in the end 
this led to a market competition among 
automobile manufacturers to reach the 
goals for the future sooner than others. 
In 2002, Mitsubishi Motors announced 
the ambitious target of achieving the 
2010 goals by 2005. Some other auto-
mobile manufacturers followed this 
move, announcing that they would 
also reach the goals ahead of schedule. 
Then actually these goals were 
achieved in 2005, five years earlier 
than the schedule.

The Latest Amendments

Let us now turn to the amendments 
to the Law concerning the Rational 
Use of Energy that go into effect in 
April 2009.

Looking at ratios of the current 
energy consumption for each sector 
in Japan to the 1990 level as the base 
year, we see that the manufacturing 
sector remains unchanged at 1.0. The 
transport sector has increased at 1.2, 
while for the last five or six years this 
sector has continued to decrease en-
ergy consumption largely thanks to 
the Top Runner approach. However 
the ratio for commercial and house-
hold sectors is 1.4, showing a contin-
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Energy Efficiency Policies of Japan
The latest amendments to the Law concerning the Rational Use of 
Energy take effect in April 2009. Toshiyuki Sakamoto, director of the 
Energy Efficiency and Conservation Division of the Agency for Natural 
Resources and Energy, explains their significance.

Companies will now be required to appoint an 
“energy management supervisor” at the board 
member level to be responsible for energy 
management of the whole company.

—Toshiyuki Sakamoto, director of the Energy Efficiency and Conservation 
Division of the Agency for Natural Resources and EnergyEI
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uously increasing trend. Therefore 
the latest amendments of the law will 
address these two sectors by strength-
ening the regulations.

First, in the business sector, both 
manufacturing and commercial, the 
regulatory system will be changed 
from site-regulation to company-wide 
regulation. Before the amendments, 
whether or not a factory or workplace 
is subject to the regulations has been 
determined based on the amount of 
energy consumption at an individual 
factory or workplace. This will be 
changed to a new regulatory system 
where if the total energy consumption 
for the entire company is above a cer-
tain level, then the entire company 
will be subject to regulation. One fea-
ture of the commercial sector is that 
the energy consumption of individual 
shops or offices is small but the total 
energy consumption of the entire 
company is quite large. The aim of 
this amendment is to promote energy 
efficiency in the commercial sector by 
making it subject to such a company-
wide regulation. It is expected that this 
will result in the increased coverage of 
the Law concerning the Rational Use 
of Energy from about 10% to about 
50% of total energy consumption of 
the commercial sector.

Before the amendments, the law 
has required the appointment of an en-
ergy manager for each designated fac-
tory or workplace. But with the 
change to a system that regulates 
companies as a whole rather than indi-
vidual sites, companies will now be 
required to appoint an “energy man-
agement supervisor” at the board 
member level to be responsible for en-
ergy management of the whole com-
pany and also an “energy management 
and planning leader” to assist this su-
pervisor at the headquarter level.

The latest amendments to the Law 
concerning the Rational Use of Energy 
also introduce a sector-based ap-
proach. For key energy-intensive in-
dustries such as iron and steel, power 
generation and cement manufacturing, 
the amended law sets a benchmark for 
each sector. Before the amendments, 
the law had set a goal of improving by 
an average of 1% every year energy 
use intensity. Now, however, bench-
marking indicators,  such as the 

amount of energy consumed to pro-
duce one crude iron ton, are decided, 
and then these indicators are used to 
set the target that each company 
should aim for in the medium and 
long term. This is the first attempt in 
the world to apply sectoral approaches 
to national regulations.

Secondly the amendments pro-
mote energy efficiency in the house-
hold sector by strengthening regula-
t ions for houses and buildings.  
Whereas previously buildings with a 
total floor area of more than 2,000 
square meters were required to report 
individual energy conservation mea-
sures to the authority, this requirement 
will now be extended to buildings 
with 300 square meters of floor space 
or more. In addition, a “Housing Top 
Runner Standard” will be introduced 
to constructors of ready-built houses 
with a view to facilitating energy effi-
cient houses.

International Developments

Japan has been making efforts in in-
ternational cooperation with respect to 
energy efficiency. This has a strategic 
significance relating to strengthening 
Japan’s energy security, responding to 
climate change, and developing energy 
efficiency businesses. However, there 
are several challenges in developing 
business in Asia. Specifically, the en-
ergy conservation incentives in devel-
oping countries are not sufficient; the 
regula tory  sys tem i s  no t  wel l - 
established; companies tend to give 
more priority to increasing production 
capacity rather than focusing on ener-
gy efficiency; and the initial cost of 
introducing Japanese energy efficient 
technologies is high.

Initiatives to address these chal-
lenges are making progress. One such 
initiative is to train people with the 
necessary skills. Between 2004 and 
2008, about 1,000 people from abroad, 
mainly Asia, who are responsible for 
designing energy efficiency policies 
came to Japan to receive training. 
During the same period about 400 ex-
perts from Japan were sent overseas. 
Such support for Asian countries aims 
at introducing, enacting and imple-
menting laws for energy efficiency.

Another initiative is the introduc-

tion of a national qualification system 
for energy managers. Japan’s Law 
concerning the Rational Use of 
Energy requires that large-scale facto-
ries appoint an energy manager who 
holds the energy management national 
qualification. At present there are 
about 5,700 such factories and about 
36,000 people who hold the national 
qualification as energy managers. The 
reason why there are much more qual-
ified people than the regulations re-
quire is because companies are en-
couraging their employees with a wide 
range of age or rank to take this na-
tional qualification in order to improve 
their energy efficiency skills and 
deepen their understanding of energy 
management, regardless of what is 
needed in order to comply with the 
regulations. This qualification system 
is working well in Japan, and is highly 
appreciated in Asia as well. Therefore 
Japan is actively cooperating with 
Asian countries based on their needs. 
Japan and China have already held 
three Energy-Saving and Environmen-
tal Forums, and have exchanged a 
memorandum on cooperation with re-
gard to the introduction of an energy 
manager system.

Japan is now working with the 
International Standards Organization 
(ISO) by contributing to the creation 
of a standard for energy management 
systems, with a view to completing it 
by 2010. Japan is also considering 
making a new proposal to create an 
additional international standard for 
energy managers on the basis of its 
national qualification system.

In  October  2008,  the  Japan 
Business Alliance for Smart Energy 
Worldwide was established. This or-
ganization was jointly established by 
the government and the business 
community as an umbrella organiza-
tion for initiatives to communicate 
Japan’s energy efficient technologies 
to the outside world. These efforts 
have already started, with 162 techni-
cal case studies in seven different 
fields being compiled into Japanese 
S ta t e -o f - the -a r t  Smar t  Energy  
Products and Technologies.

Toshiyuki Sakamoto is director of the Energy Efficiency and 
Conservation Division of the Agency for Natural Resources and 
Energy, Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry.
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