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1. Background Issue 
As the number of Muslim visitors in Japan shows an increase in recent years, discussions on 

Halal-related business have also become more active (Arata et al., 2014). While there have 

been arguments stating that dealing with Halal travelers require “strict conditions” and the 

attainment of “Halal certification”, previous studies have confirmed that this has not been the 

case in Japan. In this paper, I would like to go one step further and point out that Japan’s 

response to Muslims have dramatically improved in recent years and has been highly 

evaluated by Muslim travelers. 

 

The image of Islam being a religion with strict discipline originates from the wide-spread 

perceptions among Muslims in Japan which believes it is only natural to seek Halal-certified 

restaurants since it is impossible to rely on majority of restaurants in Japan (to serve Muslim-

friendly meal). Due to this, Yukari Sai stated that “Muslims are perceived as people who cannot 

eat without Halal certification and cannot eat soy sauce. The idea of imposing such a uniform 

image of Muslims as strict people can be glimpsed in the Halal business”. This image has a 

potential of igniting misperceptions in the Japanese people’s understanding of Islam and 

Muslims who reside in Japan (Hagi, 2018). 

 

The case seems to be different for Muslim inbound tourists. However, before we delf deeper 

into this topic, we would like to make clear that our analysis is based on the data from the 

GMTI (Global Muslim Travel Index). It is a ranking system which ranks travel destinations and 

accommodations for Muslims. The data has been consistently announced since 2011 by 

Crescent Rating Pte Ltd (hereinafter referred as CR) from Singapore. Currently, the GMTI 

rating covers over 130 countries and regions around the world. GMTI ranks 48 Islamic 

countries (OICs) and 72 non Islamic countries (Non-OICs) by category. Additionally, it does a 

global ranking for all countries listed. Obtaining data from Muslim travelers worldwide, the 

evaluation items and quantified evaluation results (indexes) have become the global standard 

in the Muslim travel world (Mufti, 2019). 

 

 According to this ranking system, Japan has continued to rise every year since it first 

appeared at the 23rd place in 2013 in the non-OIC ranking, which rose dramatically to the 3rd 

place by 2019. This sharp rise is unprecedented and has never before seen even in the OIC 



 

 

rankings. In other words, Japan is regarded as one of the fastest-growing countries in the 

world as a Muslim-friendly travel destination.  

 

2. Current Status of Inbound Travel Market 
Before discussing the surprising GMTI result any further, we would first like to lay out the 

current state of the inbound travel market in Japan. Before the COVID-19 pandemic, Japan 

has determined the inbound tourism to Japan as the “last industry to grow” and has been 

making improvements in that field. As a result, the number of visitors to Japan, which was 6.21 

million in 2011 after the Great East Japan Earthquake, increased to 31.88 million in 2019. 

Moreover, tourism revenue also grew rapidly from US $11 billion to US $46.1 billion during the 

same period (Japan National Tourism Organization, 2019). Based on this date, it is safe to 

conclude that the Japanese government was steadily starting to become a tourism-oriented 

country. 

 

The statistic of inbound tourists in Japan in 2019 is broken down as follows: 9.59 million from 

China (30% of the total), 5.58 million from South Korea (17.5%), 4.89 million from Taiwan 

(15.3%), and 2.29 million from Hong Kong (7.2%). These numbers show us that 70% of the 

total number of inbound tourists are from East Asia. While this does not necessarily emphasize 

the significance of Muslim inbound in Japan right away, the tourist market generally begins 

with visitors from neighboring countries (in this case those in East Asia), before gradually 

expanding within the region. Therefore, it is expected that the number of visitors to Japan from 

ASEAN will also increase in the future. In fact, this is likely to happen sooner than later as the 

tourist visas for Malaysia and Thailand have been relaxed in 2013 under the Abe 

administration, followed by Indonesia, Philippines, and Vietnam in 2014 (Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs, 2015).  

 

To give a more detailed observation, ASEAN is composed of 600 million people from 10 

countries, and Muslims account for about 40% of it. Let’s take a look at the changes of Muslims 

visiting Japan from ASEAN. Chart 1 shows “Trends (estimated) of Muslim visitors to Japan 

from major ASEAN countries”. This calculation is based on the changing numbers of inbound 

visitors each year as reported by the Japan National Tourism Organization (JNTO). The 

numbers are produced by multiplying the estimated Muslim ratios of each country (estimated 

percentage is 88.1% for Indonesia, 61.4% for Malaysia, 15% for Singapore, and 4.3% for 

Thailand). 

 

According to this calculation, the number of Muslim visitors to Japan from ASEAN, which was 

about 130,000 in 2011, has estimated to reach about 800,000 in 2019. The average annual 



 

 

growth rate for the last eight years was 25.8%, but future growth of generalized travel to Japan 

is expected to be even greater. Assuming that the pandemic had not occurred and the average 

annual growth rate continued this year, the number of Muslim visitors in Japan from ASEAN 

would have exceeded 1 million in 2020. 

 

Table 1. Breakdown of estimated changes in the number of Muslim inbound tourists 
from ASEAN countries (JNTO, 2011-2019) 

 
 

Despite this increase, it is undeniable that the discourse which believes “Halal support = 

mandatory acquisition of Halal certification” has led to the image that accommodating to Halal 

needs is extremely difficult. Many businesses and companies have abandoned entry to the 

Halal industry of they cannot meet the strict acquisition conditions, and at the same time, the 

perceptions that Japan is unpopular with Muslim travelers because Halal support has not 

progressed” continues to spread. 

 

However, if you observe prayer rooms as ‘Halal or Muslim-friendly accommodation’, you will 

notice that Japan continues to make an improvement in this aspect. Prayer rooms are provided 

not only at major airports such as Haneda, Narita, Kansai, and Nagoya, but also at major 

terminal stations such as JR Tokyo Station and Osaka Station. In addition to this, prayer rooms 

can now easily be found at tourist information centers, private railway stations, shopping 

centers, and accommodation facilities. Additionally, the number of mosques used by Muslims 

in Japan has reached more than 100 as of September 2020), suggesting that Japan is indeed 

making an improvement in some aspects.  

 

3. Global Muslim Travel Index 
As introduced at the beginning, GMTI is a ranking system which ranks travel destinations and 

accommodations for Muslim travelers. It became known worldwide through its partnership with 

DESTINATION Thailand Singapore Malaysia Indonesia Total
2011 6,219 16,703 50,051 54,544 127,517
2012 11,181 21,330 79,932 89,386 201,830
2013 19,461 28,392 108,384 120,518 276,755
2014 28,210 34,194 153,206 139,849 355,459
2015 34,180 46,317 187,544 180,678 448,720
2016 38,675 54,271 242,081 238,763 573,790
2017 42,347 60,615 269,853 310,288 683,103
2018 48,570 65,592 287,573 349,627 751,361
2019 56,584 73,838 307,977 363,658 802,058

Source: Japan National Tourism Organization



 

 

Mastercard from the United States in 2015. GMTI ranks 130 countries and regions based on 

evaluations made by Muslim travelers, in which the results are to be published periodically. 

To ensure the timeliness of the ranking system, GMTI’s evaluation items are revised every 

year. The latest 2019 edition consisted of 15 items divided in the following four categories: 

 
Table 2. GMTI Evaluation Items 2019 Edition 

 

 

 

Environment 

Safety 

Enabling Climate 

Faith of Restrictions 

Inbound Economy 

 

 

 

 

Services 

Restaurants 

Prayer Places 

Airport services 

Unique experiences 

Hotel services 

 

 

Communication 

Ease of Communication 

Digital Presence 

Outreach 

 

 

Access 

Connectivity 

Visa Requirements 

Transport Infrastructure 

 

Dramatic changes continue to surprise countries when the ranking is announced every spring. 

For example, in 2017, Indonesia managed to top Turkey, who has always been high in the 

OIC ranking for many years, for the first time. Since then, Indonesia has provided a venue for 

GMTI announcements for three consecutive years as an attempt to globally announce their 



 

 

accomplishment of attaining the top spot from Turkey. In 2018 Indonesia ranked second and 

finally ranked first with the same score as Malaysia in 2019. Malaysia had already planned to 

announce the 2020 ranking at their national event Malaysia International Halal Showcase 

2020, but was forced to be postponed due to the pandemic.  

 

In recent years, Japan has continued to rise every year since it first appeared in the ranking 

system in 2013, at the 23rd place, and finally reaching the 3rd place in the non-OIC ranking in 

2019. In just six years, it has risen to 20th place, which is an unprecedented speed even when 

compared to the changes that occur in the OIC ranking. In other words Japan is rapidly gaining 

popularity as a Muslim-friendly travel destination.   

 
Table 3. Transition of non-Muslim countries ranking (Global Muslim Travel Index, 2013-
2019) 

 
 

Table 4. 2019 Global Ranking (Global Muslim Travel Index, 2019) 

 
 

 So what are the factors behind Japan’s breakthrough? GMTI only announces the results, but 

does not offer an analysis of the changes. However, it is argued that the increase of accessible 

information from Japan is a big contributing factor. Despite not fully understanding the concept 

DESTINATION 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019
Singapore 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
Thailand 3 3 2 2 2 2 2

South Africa 4 2 4 4 4 7 6
United Kingdom 6 4 3 3 3 3 3

Hong Kong 10 7 7 5 5 5 7
Japan 23 17 11 8 6 4 3

Taiwan NA NA 10 7 7 5 3
Source: Global Muslim Travel Index 2013-2019

RANK DESTINATION SCORE RANK DESTINATION SCORE RANK DESTINATION SCORE
1 Malaysia 78 14 Egypt 61 25 United Kingdom 53
1 Indonesia 78 15 Kuwait 60 25 Japan 53
3 Turkey 75 16 Tunisia 59 25 Taiwan 53
4 Saudi Arabia 72 16 Pakistan 59 29 Kyrgyz 52
5 UAE 71 18 Thailand 57 29 South Africa 52
6 Qatar 68 19 Algeria 56 31 Sudan 51
7 Morocco 67 19 Lebanon 56 31 Hong Kong 51
8 Oman 66 19 Bangladesh 56 33 Senegal 50

10 Brunei 65 22 Moldives 55 34 South Korea 48
10 Singapore 65 22 Uzubekisutan 55 35 Tajikistan 47
12 Jordan 63 24 Kazafusutan 54 36 Philippine 46
12 Iran 63 25 Azerubaijan 53 36 Spain 46

Source: Global Muslim Travel Index 2019



 

 

of ‘Halal’, Japan continues to disseminate information little by little to attract Muslim travelers. 

In addition, the relaxation of visas to Japan, the increase of low-cost carriers (LCCs), and the 

depreciation of yen may have also contributed to the increase of Muslim visitors in Japan, who 

then shares information of their experience through SNS and other means. In this case, the 

dissemination of information does not originate strictly from Japanese people, but rather 

simply ‘information from Japan’. 

 

On the other hand, competition with other countries is also intensifying. Although Japan won 

third place in non-OIC, United Kingdom and Taiwan are tied just behind Japan. Above all, 

Taiwan has been actively attracting Muslim travelers from ASEAN, positioning themselves as 

substitute for China, in which the attractiveness has been declining sharply due to political 

problems. As a result, Taiwan has become a fierce competition to Japan. 

 

Looking at the overall global ranking, Japan ranked 25th in 2019, the same as the previous 

year. Taiwan and Hong Kong are placed before and after Japan respectively, but what is 

noteworthy is the breakthrough of South Korea. In 2019, South Korea ranked 8th in the non-

OIC ranking (13th in the previous year), and 34th in the global ranking. The rise of South Korea 

and its notable Hallyu Wave, which has actively been attracting Muslim visitors, as well as 

exporting domestic Halal food and cosmetics, will spur competition on who can attract the 

most Muslim visitors among East Asian countries. On the other hand, if Japan can cooperate 

well among these neighboring countries which have begun to improve their accommodation 

for Muslim travelers, it may bring about a great synergistic effect.  

 

It is also worth comparing Japan with other non-OIC countries that have maintained a high 

rank, namely Singapore, which takes the first spot, followed by Thailand in the second place, 

and Taiwan, which ties with Japan in the third place. There is not much difference between 

each country in each evaluation index except for Thailand’s ‘security’ and ‘convenience of air 

routes’, which rank lower than others. Compared to rest, Japan has an advantage over other 

countries in terms of ‘amount of digital presence’, although evaluated as having the ‘lowest 

communication skills’ with the score of 17, considerably lower than Singapore (75), Thailand 

(34), and Taiwan (20). If compared solely with Singapore, the ‘communication skills’ gap 

continues to widen, with the discrepancy at 50 points in 2017, rising to 59 points in 2018, and 

58 points in 2019. Due to this, the government is trying to improve Japan’s communication 

skills by utilizing digital devices. However, the effect is yet to be confirmed if looking at the 

most recent evaluation.  

 



 

 

GMTI 2019 presents the latest ranking and analysis of Muslim travel market. According to the 

index, six evaluation items consist in the ‘Services for Religious Needs’ category, which was 

first released in 2009. ‘Halal food and Prayer Places’ is considered as ‘Need to  Have’, while 

‘toilet with shower and Ramadan monthly service (such as serving dates to breakfast  and 

holding dinner after sunset’ is considered as ‘Good to Have’. ‘No non-Halal services or 

recreation (specifically, no bars or clubs’ is determined as ‘Nice to Have’. 

 

Table 5. Comparison between Japan and other countries (GMTI, 2019) 

 
 

A decade later in 2019, new items were added as the updated version of ‘Services for 

Religious Needs’. As a part of ‘Need to Have’, ‘No Islamophobia’ is added. ‘Able to experience 

local activities’ is added as ‘Good to Have’, and ‘services and recreations are provided while 

maintaining privacy’ is added as ‘Nice to Have’. For example, services  under this item include 

gender-separated pools, beaches, spas, beauty salons. Furthermore, the availability of same-

sex staff is also within this category, such as male staff for male customers. It can be seen 

from this updated version that the needs of Muslim travelers are becoming fragmented and 

the evaluation is gradually becoming stricter. 

 

4. Reality of Muslim Visitors in Japan 
When a Muslim who is planning to visit Japan is asked, ‘what makes you feel uneasy when 

visiting Japan?’, the answer is usually, ‘meal and place of worship’. Visitors tend to worry about 

whether they can have Halal meals and perform daily prayers  in Japan. Based on the GMTI, 

Japan has received decent evaluation for these items. However, this section will take a closer 

CLASSIFICATION-1 CLASSIFICATION-2 Singapore Thailand Japan Taiwan
Safety 98 46 83 62
Enabling Climate 97 81 94 98
Faith Restrictions 100 100 100 100
Inbound Economy 37 39 10 7
Restaurants 85 55 45 55
Prayer Places 70 50 22 24
Airport 67 87 62 63
Unique Experiences 12 9 24 12
Hotel 35 41 46 57
Ease of Communication 75 34 17 20
Digital Presence 60 57 80 42
Outreach 39 45 61 75
Connectivity 32 50 31 26
Visa Requirements 76 81 64 66
Transport Infrastructure 99 69 93 83

Source: Global Muslim Travel Index 2019

Environment

Access

Services

Communication



 

 

look at the reality of the situation and make further analysis from the data obtained through 

‘Halal Gourmet Japan’, a smartphone app developed by Food Diversity Inc. To provide a 

clearer image, Halal Gourmet Japan is used by Muslims to search for restaurants in Japan, 

and about 800 restaurants are registered. The languages used are English and Japanese, 

and users can find the nearest Halal restaurants through the navigation system. Users of this 

app have reviewed that  ‘they don't’ have to wander around looking for Halal food’ and feel 

‘convenient knowing which store provides what service’. Furthermore, they Muslim residents 

in Japan believe the app is ‘valuable’. 

 

Before going further, it is important that we address the following question: what are the criteria 

for Muslim travelers when choosing restaurants which serve Halal meals? At Halal Gourmet 

Japan, there are 18 items of service that are offered in Halal restaurants, ranging from ‘Halal 

certified’ to ‘does not serve alcohol’. The essence of Halal certification is to guarantee that the 

subject is Halal. As the world becomes more diverse, Muslims are having a hard time deciding 

whether or not certain food is Halal, and Halal certification has been a  great help for customers. 

However, the number of Halal-certified restaurants in Japan are very few and do not reach 

20% of the total number of those registered. Due to this, Halal Gourmet Japan also provides 

labels such as ‘there are menus using Halal meat’ and ‘pork is not served in the restaurant’, 

which are more realistic in Japan’s Halal F&B industry. 

 

In other words, Muslim travelers make individual judgement on whether or not certain food are 

Halal based on the information provided by the app. While Japanese people tend to think that 

‘Muslims are having trouble looking for food in Japan’ this is not always the case. Even if there 

are only few restaurants which have obtained Halal certification, it cannot be said that it is so 

bad to the point where Muslim customers hesitate to visit Japan. Although Halal-certified 

restaurants certainly give Muslims a stronger sense of security since they have undergone 

thorough and rigorous audits by specialized, there is no doubt that Muslim travelers are 

realistic and flexible. As such, Japanese restaurants do not necessarily have to aim for 

certification. They can simply disclose the information of what kinds of service they offer that 

Muslims can base their judgment and personal preference on1.  

 

 

 
1 Halal Gourmet Japan also has a feature to search for Halal products from the shelves of supermarkets 
and convenience stores. This is a function that uses NTT Docomo's product identification technology. 
By launching the app and taking a picture of the product shelves with a camera, you can see the Halal 
products from the photos at a glance. Currently, the demonstration experiment is still underway, but if 
it becomes possible to save the trouble of reading the ingredient list written in Japanese, the degree of 
freedom for Muslims will be further increased. 



 

 

5. Conclusion 
Based on the GMTI rankings and indicators, as well as the data obtained from Halal Gourmet 

Japan, it can be concluded that Japan’s support for Muslims has dramatically improved in 

recent years and have been highly evaluated by Muslim travelers.  

While it is unavoidable that there have only been very few opportunities to interact with 

Muslims in Japan, the reality is that Japan is slowly beginning to learn what Halal is, although 

Halal-certification itself is not yet widespread. Despite this, it can be said that Muslim travelers 

are aware of the situation and can make realistic choices within the spectrum of what is 

considered as ‘Halal’ during their travel in Japan.    

 

In other words, the discourse which argues Halal certification is essential is not always correct, 

and it is possible to get appraisal from Muslim travelers by honestly admitting, ‘We have 

responded this way so far, please do not hesitate to contact us’ when receiving enquiries from 

Muslim customers. At this point, it is considered best to leave the customers to make their own 

judgment on what is Halal. 
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