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Dear Fellow Council Members,

ICGN Statement to the Council of Experts for the Follow-up of Japan's Stewardship
Code and Japan's Corporate Governance Code (the “Council”)

| have pleasure in sending you ICGN’s comments on the items noted in the Agenda for the
next Council Meeting which will take place on 26" January 2021 (see annex 1 for translation
to Japanese). Regretfully, | will not be able to join you in person on this occasion and hope
that the comments presented in this letter can serve as a contribution to the Council’s
discussion.

Led by investors responsible for assets under management of USD$54 trillion, ICGN is a
leading authority on global standards of corporate governance and investor stewardship.
Our membership includes institutional investors and business leaders who have a shared
interest - and thus a shared responsibility - in promoting the success of companies to
preserve and enhance long-term value, contributing to strong economies and healthy
societies.

ICGN'’s mission supports this shared responsibility, as advocated in the ICGN Global
Stewardship Principles and the ICGN Global Governance Principles. Our comments
forthwith are guided by ICGN Principles and largely written from the perspective of the global
institutional investor community and our Japan Policy Priorities, published in July 2019.
Our comments refer to the core items on Council’s meeting agenda being:

1. Capital efficiency;

2. Cross-shareholdings; and

3. Group governance.
1. Capital efficiency

1.1 Global competitiveness and capital allocation approach

Returns on capital for Japanese companies are improving but, on a comparative basis,
profitability still lags peers in North American and European markets. The tendency for
Japanese companies to have very conservative capital management practices in terms of
how debt and equity risk capital are deployed can contrast with more aggressive forms of
capital allocation in Western economies that exacerbate financial risks for companies and
providers of risk capital. From an investor perspective the challenge in all markets is to
encourage capital allocation practices that establish a sustainable foundation for company
value creation while meeting the needs of both debt and equity investors.



1.2 Board awareness

Oversight of capital allocation, and the capital allocation policy, is a key responsibility of a
corporate board, so it is important that directors understand the cost of capital and therefore
the shareholder returns on capital that are required. Board directors should be financially
literate and able to accurately assess the company’s cost of capital. They should understand
the company’s capital allocation policy which guides how cash flows are allocated between
capital spending, dividends, share buybacks, executive remuneration and so on.

ICGN welcomes the proposals by the Ministry for Economic Trade and Industry for an
annual, data-led review of a company’s business portfolio by the board. This involves
identifying business unit return on invested capital (RolC) and cost of capital: if a return in
excess of the cost cannot be achieved in a reasonable and justified time period, the board
should show a plan for exit.

More generally, boards should be able to competently engage with shareholders on things
like capital cost, shareholders return, growth strategy and cash usage. This includes specific
disclosures of the company’s calculation of its own cost of debt and equity capital, and how
this relates to the company’s long-term value creation, including its use of cash, debt and
equity.

1.3 Dividends

Boards should be able to explain why the proposed dividend is set at the appropriate level,
and what the ongoing dividend policy will be. More generally, we recommend that
companies should cease referencing dividends to a 30-40% pay-out ratio as it is an
unhelpful benchmark which can lead to increased cash hoarding (i.e., 60-70% retained
earnings) without any justification.

This practice encourages speculative ambition to expand by mergers / acquisitions or
increases in capital expenditure without showing any discipline around the return on
invested capital. Instead, dividends should be set by determining the use of free cash flow in
the context of the balance sheet: in principle, all free cash flow (i.e., operating cash flow
minus capital spending) should be returned through dividends and buybacks.

1.4 Operating cash flow and resilience

Boards should regularly review the company’s balance sheet and how cash positions, debt
and equity can be blended prudently to achieve both acceptable returns for investors, while
maintaining a sufficient level of capitalisation and liquidity to provide a cushion against
foreseeable systematic and unsystematic risks. “Cash” in this context includes not only cash
and other liquid assets but all securities (with the exception of subsidiaries) and real estate
for leasing. ICGN regards such assets as “cash” because, much like actual cash, the
returns are below the cost of capital.

Boards should ensure that companies maintain an appropriate, but not excessive, amount of
cash or other liquid assets - justifying cash holdings together with allocation of cash flows
should be done in the context of the cost of capital. We note that the COVID crisis has
required companies around the world to conserve cash to build further resilience. This is
appropriate but, in order to overcome COVID related challenges, companies must also use
cash reserves to invest in things like human resource, intellectual property, technology,
research and innovation.



1.5 Capital allocation policies and non-core assets

A clear capital allocation policy can help ensure that management is not irrationally using
cash (such as rebuilding new office buildings etc) and instead employ cash in activities
which are aligned with the company’s purpose and strategic objectives to generate long-
term value. A clear capital allocation policy will also highlight any investments in non-
strategic assets that may not be core to the company’s own business or sector and which
may suffer from low profitability (below the cost of capital) and be value destructive.

The rationale for holding nhon-core assets - whether they are in property or business units or
investment securities - should be clearly explained by the board. If the rationale is
insufficient, such assets should be sold and proceeds returned to shareholders or used to
invest in value enhancing activities.

2. Cross-shareholdings

ICGN welcomed previous revisions to Japan’s Corporate Governance Code requiring
companies to disclose their policies and rationale for cross-shareholdings as well as an
annual assessment of the costs and benefits and how that impacts a company’s cost of
capital.

ICGN recognises that most corporate shareholdings are in the form of holdings in
subsidiaries and affiliates. This is distinct from ‘strategic equity’ holdings, and the relatively
smaller proportion of ‘cross-shareholdings’ — both types of which ICGN recommends should
be unwound so that corporate boards in Japan are more accountable to shareholders.

2.1 Investor concerns

As ICGN has expressed at previous Council meetings, overseas investors remain
concerned about the practice of cross-shareholdings in Japan for the reasons highlighted
below:

e One of the purposes of cross-shareholdings is to help preserve managements’
positions as directors. Using shareholders’ assets for such a purpose is highly
inappropriate.

e Obstruction to fair competition whereby companies are expected to do business with
those with whom they have relationships, instead of those who can offer the best
guality products or services at the most competitive price.

¢ Unreasonable restraint of trade using shareholdings to prevent the investee
companies from trading with competitors or refusing to trade with those without
shareholding relationships is unreasonable.

e Unequal treatment of shareholders whereby companies which hold shares of other
companies for strategic purposes may receive benefits for their business, while other
shareholders, including institutional and retail investors, do not.

e Obstruction to board independence whereby many Japanese companies have
appointed non-executive directors who represent their cross-shareholding partners
and designated them as ‘independent’. This may impede effective managerial
challenge and objective board decision-making.

e As cross-shareholdings are accounted for as a part of equity capital, the return on
equity will experience undue fluctuations as a result of market price movement of the
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cross-shareholdings. During periods of extreme stock-market drawdowns, the
declining value of cross-shareholdings can potentially hit the PL as an extraordinary
loss (or mark down).

o Weaken management discipline because such shareholders will unconditionally
support management decisions (often referred to as “stable shareholders”.)

2.2 Disclosure

While disclosure around cross-shareholdings in Japan has improved, we observe that many
companies in Japan refer to the purpose for holding cross-shareholdings being to “smooth
business relations” or “maintain / expansion of business transactions”. We respectfully
submit that this kind of rationale is not sufficient.

ICGN suggests that Principle 1-4-1 of Japan Corporate Governance Code should be
strengthened to require companies to provide:

e clarification around the nature of the cross-shareholding, for example if they are a
parent company, subsidiary, or supplier.

¢ a firm rationale for the cross-shareholdings - notably, companies should not
obfuscate cross-shareholdings by recognising them in the pure investment category,
which would also increase the weight in the revised TOPIX index - where the
purpose of cross-shareholding is changed to pure investment, the shares should be
sold in one year.

o adescription of how cross-shareholdings will be reduced or eliminated over a
specified time-period.

o disclosure of the top 60 cross-shareholdings by value as well as the total number, not
only in the Annual Securities Report to be published before the AGM, but also on the
company’s website in English.

3. Governance of Company Groups

3.1 Independent Directors and fiduciary duties

Generally, ICGN advocates that, as an international standard, corporate boards should
comprise a majority of independent directors. In Japan, we advocate that there should be a
majority of independent directors on companies listed on the prime market and at least one-
third independent directors on other segments. For listed subsidiary companies, there
should be a majority of independent directors serving on the board to mitigate infringements
to minority shareholder interests.

Independent directors serving on the boards of subsidiary companies owe their fiduciary
duty to that company. Subsidiary companies are separate legal entities from their Holding
(Parent) company and, as such, the duties of directors serving on subsidiary company
boards are owed to the subsidiary, not to the Holding company. There should also be a clear
statement describing the primary duty of care of directors serving on the Subsidiary
Company board.

This has the potential to create tensions between the Holding Company appointed directors
and independent directors when taking decisions in the best interests of the Subsidiary. This
tension might be resolved by applying the following broad principles, as described in a
recent ICGN Viewpoint entitled ‘Duties of Boards in Company Groups’:

4



e Clear policy regarding the nomination and appointment process of independent
directors and the influence that the Holding Company has over this process.

o Comprehensive disclosure of group structures, including the identity of all group
companies and all forms of common controlling interests and cross-holdings.

¢ Ex ante transparency about the role of the company within the group.

e Accurate measurement and disclosure of costs associated with decisions taken in
consideration of group interests.

o Clear explanation of compensation, transparency and board independence.

e Disclosed policy on allocation of business opportunities.

e Procedures for managing conflicts of interest.
More generally, boards of companies in groups should be as explicit as possible about the
benefits and potential costs of being part of the group, and that their boards measure the
costs and benefits of actions motivated by group concerns, providing shareholders with as
precise as possible an accounting.
Independent directors, possibly as part of an audit committee and risk oversight process,
should monitor how the Holding Company interacts with the Subsidiary Company and
effectively challenge the Holding Company if they believe that the Holding Company is
acting against the interests of minority shareholders.

3.2 Internal control

The Holding Company should develop a comprehensive ‘Governance Framework’ applied
throughout the group which should include robust internal control and risk management
procedures. More generally, high standards of corporate governance practices should be
communicated through clear polices on matters such as bribery and corruption,
whistleblowing, share dealing and data protection. Such policies should be regularly
reviewed to ensure effectiveness.

3.3 Communication

There should be clear communication regarding the overall strategic direction of the group,
as set by the Holding Company, and how this relates and aligns with the purpose and
performance of subsidiary entities. The purpose of Subsidiary Companies should therefore
be clearly defined along with how they contribute to the overall strategic direction of the
group. This should include how they engage with minority shareholders and key
stakeholders.

3.4 Conflicts of interest

The ICGN Global Governance Principles note that “if a director has an interest in a matter
under consideration by the board, then the director should promptly declare such an interest
and be precluded from voting on this subject or exerting influence.”

Conflicts of interest should be carefully managed, particularly with directors that are common
to both the Holding Company and the Subsidiary Company. Information flows within the



group should be governed by clear disclosure policies, particularly where information is
sensitive.

3.5 Minority shareholder rights in subsidiary companies

Minority shareholder rights (and the equitable treatment of shareholders holding the same
class of share) must be protected where there is the presence of a controlling shareholder
on the subsidiary board — i.e., the Holding Company shareholder.

Minority shareholders must be able to effectively exercise their right to vote on major
decisions which may change the nature of their investment in a company. These rights
should be clearly defined in the company’s constitutional documents such as the articles of
incorporation.

Thank you for this opportunity to provide commentary for the Council meeting. Should you
have any questions or would like to discuss our comments in more detail, please contact me
or colleagues noted below. We hope our comments are helpful and we look forward to the
continued deliberations.

Yours faithfully,

ANl

Kerrie Waring
Chief Executive Officer
International Corporate Governance Network

Copy:
George Iguchi, ICGN Board Director (g_iguchi@nam.co.jp)

George Dallas, Policy Director, ICGN (george.dallas@icgn.orq)
Amane Fujimoto, Japan Advisor, ICGN (amane.fujimoto@icgn.,org)
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Copy:

George lguchi, ICGN Board Director (g_iguchi@nam.co.jp)
George Dallas, Policy Director, ICGN (george.dallas@icgn.orq)
Amane Fujimoto, Japan Advisor, ICGN (amane.fujimoto@icgn.,orq)
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