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Working Toward the Recovery of

the Okinawan Economy

Kota lijima, General Manager
Naha Branch, Bank of Japan

| am extremely honored for the opportunity to contribute to
the 2021 yearbook of the long-established American
Chamber of Commerce in Okinawa and would like to
extend my heartfelt thanks to President Sakuda as well as
the chamber members.

| began working for the Bank of Japan’s Naha Branch as
the General Manager in August of this year. The Bank of
Japan operates on three fronts for business: first, we issue
banknotes as Japan's sole central bank; second, we
efficiently operate a secure payment system as the bank
for banks; and third, we oversee government bank
accounts, receive funds for taxes and social insurance, and
settle payments for public-works projects and pensions as
the government's bank. We here at the Naha Branch carry
out these duties on a daily basis. From a policy
perspective, the Bank of Japan's mission is twofold; the
first is to contribute to the sound development of the
national economy by maintaining price stability, and the
second is to maintain stability of the financial system.
While the Policy Board, the Bank's highest decision-making
body, determines policies for price stability and stability of
the financial system, each Bank branch compiles a wealth
of information on its regional economy as well as its
financial state for the proper decision-making of those
policies. At the Naha branch, we analyze the state of the
Okinawan economy and monitor the business situation of
financial institutions in Okinawa Prefecture. In this way,
Bank of Japan branches have a wide range of duties, and
the Naha Branch accomplishes this with more than 40
exceptional employees.

As you can imagine, the largest impact on the economic
and financial situation at present is COVID-19. It began
spreading around the world in the spring of last year, and
its effects are still felt today. And this summer, the highly
infectious Delta variant drove up the number of infections
globally. In Okinawa, a state of emergency was declared on
May 23 of this year and continued through September 30.
Starting in late July, the number of daily cases grew,
peaking around the end of August with over 800 daily
cases. Fortunately, case numbers then decreased, and the
state of emergency was lifted in October.

One facet of COVID-19 is the particular pressure it exerts
on the face-to-face service industry as we try to eschew
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personal contact with others to avoid infection. Tourism, a
traditionally face-to-face industry that forms the backbone
of Okinawa's economy, suffered severely from COVID-19.
The Okinawan tourism industry also greatly impacts other
industries in the prefecture. That is why the state of the
Okinawan economy continues to be dire. The Bank of
Japan conducts a quarterly survey of businesses and
publishes its findings as the "Short-term Economic Survey
of Enterprises in Japan” also known as “TANKAN." Looking
at the business sentiment section of this survey, Okinawa
far exceeded the rest of Japan until 2019. However, the
tremendous shock COVID-19 dealt tourism-related
businesses, in particular, caused the Okinawan tourism
industry to deteriorate significantly, with business
sentiment in the June 2020 survey at its lowest level since
the survey began in June 1974. It has been rising since,
although the pace has been sluggish. Business sentiment
in Okinawa is lower than the rest of Japan, a stark contrast
to the situation prior to COVID-19.

While the Okinawan economy is in a severe situation, hope
for the future is not lost. Despite this tremendous shock,
bankruptcies within Okinawa Prefecture were kept low
through a variety of national and prefectural
countermeasures, such as the special measures of
employment adjustment and reduced-hours cooperation
subsidies, financial support initiatives from the
Governments and the Bank of Japan, active lending by
local financial institutions, and more. Based on this, | feel
that businesses’ growth expectations are maintained
within Okinawa Prefecture. In meetings with local business
owners, many have voiced their conviction that the effects
of COVID-19 will eventually subside and demand will most
certainly recover once that happens.

Examining the situation after the state of emergency was
lifted, we can see that downward pressure on face-to-face
services is currently easing. The infection rate has also
stabilized, and yesterday Okinawa Prefecture recorded zero
new infections for the first time in a long time. Okinawa
Prefecture has a high vaccination rate at close to 70%. As
the effects of COVID-19 diminish, we can expect the
Okinawan economy to gradually pick itself back up. | hope
to see the Okinawan economy recover as soon as possible
as we continue our fight against COVID-19.
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