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The Changing Structure of Distribution and Logistics
Systems for Agricultural Products

In the past, Japan’s wholesale markets for fresh produce played a very important role in the
distribution structure that links producers of agricultural products to retailers and
consumers. More recently, however, there have been some major changes to the structure of
both agricultural production activity and food retailing, which have led to a decline in the
volume of produce handled by the wholesale markets and a corresponding increase in
distribution channels that bypass the wholesale markets. In June 2020 the Government
enacted changes to the Wholesale Market Act. Previously, it was illegal in principle for third
parties to deal directly with the wholesalers (these wholesalers were not allowed to sell
merchandise to anyone other than intermediate wholesalers and traders who participate in
the wholesale market). Direct procurement was forbidden (intermediate wholesalers were
not allowed to deal directly with anyone other than the wholesalers from their market) and
wholesale diversification was restricted (wholesalers were not allowed to handle any products
other than the fresh produce sold in their own wholesale market). These market principles
have now been eliminated, and it has brought about a shift that is likely to transform Japan’s
system of wholesale fresh produce distribution dramatically.

An effective logistics system is essential in order to ensure that a multitude of agricultural
goods produced in Japan can be delivered in a steady, year-round supply to consumers
nationwide. However, Japan’s logistics industry faces a growing shortage of truck drivers
which is likely to intensify when new regulations, limiting the number of hours of overtime
that employees can work, go into effect in April 2024. Much of the distribution activity for
agricultural products involves medium- or long-haul transport routes, and there is concern
that the system may be unable to handle some of the shipment volume in the future. Japan’s
agricultural products distribution network is entering a period of rapid restructuring and
change. This report will address some of the major issues that the distribution and logistics
faces, and consider various perspectives on where the industry is headed in the future.
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