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	INTRODUCTION





WHEN THE DEMOCRATIC PARTY of Japan (DPJ) assumed leadership of Japan’s government in September 2009, the country’s political scene experienced a drastic change. Among Japan scholars there had been an ongoing debate in the 1990s whether Japanese politics was really changing. Scholars using the political culture approach saw changes in Japanese politics throughout the postwar period as less significant, given the backdrop of the continuing reign of the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP).1 On the other hand, institutionalists predicted that the 1994 electoral reform would change the Japanese political scene. Proponents of change were in the minority.2 The 2009 power shift effectively ended the debate, however, and the institutionalist argument prevailed.

In their 1993 study J. Mark Ramseyer and Frances McCall Rosenbluth advanced the theory of rational choice institutionalism of Japanese politics. They abandoned “any notion of a peculiar Japanese culture” and argued that the institutional framework of government decisively shapes the character of political competition in Japan, that the players in this competitive political market try to build organizations adapted to that framework, and that these players also try to manipulate the framework to their private advantage.3 According to Ramseyer and Rosenbluth, under the old multiple-member electoral system, LDP members rationally developed factionalism and kōenkai (personal support groups of politicians) in order to be reelected.4 The new single-member district (SMD) electoral system introduced in 1994 altered their electoral incentives and brought major revisions to Japanese politics. These authors can therefore be said to follow an electoral system approach to institutionalism.

Adapting such an approach, Masahiko Tatebayashi analyzed changes in LDP legislators’ behavior after the 1996 general election. He concluded that the electoral change weakened the pork-barrel type of policy involvement and strengthened the involvement in nonpork policies such as national security and the judiciary system. Tatebayashi also observed the weakening of factionalism and the strengthening of the prime minister in policy making.5 Similarly, Rosenbluth and Michael F. Thies argue that the electoral reform eliminated intraparty competition, which prompted the weakening of factions and the centralization of the prime minister’s authority within parties.6

This book’s scope is different from that of studies using the electoral system approach. The new legislative incentives are treated as merely one of the factors that set a new power balance between the government and legislators and their political parties. The book tracks the slow but steady structural changes under the LDP reign that were brought about by the 1994 electoral reform, just as the electoral system approach predicted. These structural changes led to the selection of Junichirō Koizumi, an antimainstream politician, as prime minister and resulted in the power shift to the DPJ that ended LDP rule. The book, however, goes beyond the impact of the electoral reform to shed light on other institutional reforms, such as the 1999 government reform, the 2001 administrative reform, and the 2001 LDP presidential election rule change. It explains how Prime Minister Koizumi took advantage of these institutional changes to exercise strong leadership in policy making, and it explores the alterations in political institutions that occurred under the DPJ administrations, which changed the structure of power within the government and vis-à-vis interest groups, the public, and the media.

The goal of this book is to explain how the institutional changes shifted the locus of policy making among bureaucrats, legislators, and the prime minister and cabinet, and how the new power balance among these main political actors affected the government’s ability to coordinate diverse policy preferences and respond to political crises. First, let us examine how previous studies on Japanese politics have treated the role of these actors in policy making.

THE STRONG BUREAUCRACY

Until the 1980s the political culture approach dominated explanations of Japanese politics and supported the power elite model. According to a classic study by Kiyoaki Tsuji, the cultural heritage of the prewar bureaucratic supremacy over the people survived because the bureaucracy was the only national institution to maintain influence under the American Occupation. The bureaucracy, with support from the Occupation forces, could exercise relatively strong power vis-à-vis the Diet and thus established itself as pivotal in decision making.7

The individual ministries maintained and expanded their power after the Occupation authorities left Japan. Chalmers Johnson, in his best-selling book MITI and the Japanese Miracle, portrayed high-level Japanese bureaucrats as “the most prestigious in the society.” He noted that although “it is influenced by pressure groups and political claimants, the elite bureaucracy of Japan makes most major decisions, drafts virtually all legislation, controls national budget, and is the source of all major policy innovations in the system.”8

A corporatist argument is a variation of the power elite model. A typical argument is presented by T. J. Pempel and Keiichi Tsunekawa.9 According to these authors, policies were made by the government and key organizations such as Keidanren (Federation of Economic Organizations) and the National Association of Agricultural Cooperatives. Although labor organizations act as a key group in European corporatist societies, such organizations are not active participants in Japanese policy making. Similarly, Karel van Wolferen described the Japanese power elite model as “the system” with a submissive middle class.10 The system, made up of elites in the political, bureaucratic, and business worlds, somehow makes decisions as a unit: everybody within it tries to preserve the system. A similar monolithic view of Japanese society is described by the popular phrase “Japan Inc.”11 In this view, Japan is a country where the intimate ties between the government and industries dominate decision making in industrial and related policies. Bureaucrats are treated as pivotal players in policy making.

The Japanese bureaucracy, however, is not a single, solid entity. Each ministry has its own interests and client industry to protect. Career bureaucrats spend their entire careers in a single ministry and develop sectionalism. They resist policy changes that negatively affect their clients to effectively serve as veto players.

THE DECENTRALIZED PARTY

In the 1980s many Japan scholars focused on the power shift between the bureaucracy and politicians, arguing for the pluralist model as structural change gradually took place under the LDP’s long reign. Many LDP Diet members accumulated knowledge and experience in specific policy areas and became identified as zoku, or policy tribes. Some scholars, such as Akira Nakamura, Takashi Inoguchi, and Tomoaki Iwai, emphasized the role of the LDP’s Policy Affairs Research Council (PARC) and saw its subcommittees as a key to policy making. According to their view, power shifted from the bureaucracy to the LDP committee after the oil shock. Lower economic growth brought a significant slowdown to the growth of budget size and made it impossible for the bureaucracy to make a political decision on budget allocation with limited funds. As a result, bureaucratic officials became more dependent on the mediation and political decisions of the ruling party members when reallocating funds among administrative programs.12 It became part of the official process for bureaucrats to seek approval from the relevant zoku members before submitting budget proposals and other policy initiatives to the cabinet. The LDP government delegated considerable policy-making power on specific issues to these specialists within the party organization.

While LDP zoku members increased their influence and became veto players in the “iron triangle,” the bureaucracy still played a pivotal role in drafting legislative proposals. Because the LDP headquarters had only a limited staff, LDP members could not turn to their party’s policy staff for extra help, as their German counterparts did. With a limited personal staff (officially only two staffers for each Diet member prior to 1993, three thereafter), LDP members did not command the resources necessary to draft legislation by themselves, as many in the U.S. Congress did. The LDP had to continue to rely substantially on the bureaucracy in making policy on specific issues.

The increase of the LDP legislators’ influence in policy making did not correspondingly increase the power of the prime minister or the cabinet. On the contrary, the cabinet’s core executive role declined with the emergence of bureaucratic sectionalism in the party. Zoku members and ministries handled many specific policy issues, not only outside the Diet but also often beyond the reach of the cabinet. When the government tried to introduce a major policy change that a single ministry did not favor, zoku members and their related ministry would form an issue-specific alliance against such a change. On a broader issue that involved several ministries, they formed a smaller iron triangle in each policy arena, and these triangles would compete with each other for their sectoral interests. With the growth of zoku members’ influence, the prime minister and cabinet faced stronger sectionalism, which had to be overcome in order to pursue policies initiated by the prime minister.13

THE WEAK PRIME MINISTER AND CABINET

The Japanese prime minister was often considered weak, and a lack of leadership is a reoccurring theme in many analyses. The power elite model asserted that political leaders depended on Japan’s strong bureaucracy for the formulation and execution of policies. Some even argued that the bureaucracy was so strong that political leaders, including the prime minister, had a limited role in policy making. Much policy making was highly decentralized and handled by the LDP zoku members. According to van Wolferen, Japan’s system had no political center and thus no political leadership.14

The policy-making power of the prime minister and the cabinet depends on how many veto players exist in the political system. According to George Tsebelis, veto players are defined as “individual or collective actors whose agreement is necessary for a change in the status quo.”15 Tsebelis introduces two kinds of veto players: institutional players who are constitutionally or legally defined, and partisan players who are in the different parties and are specified by the political system.16 Any policy change that alters the status quo requires the unanimous agreement of all the veto players. Therefore the more diverse veto players a political system has, the more difficult it is for the government to achieve agreement.

The Japanese prime minister faces many veto players. As in many parliamentary governments, the constitution vests executive power in the cabinet, not in the prime minister. The authority over administrative operations is divided among the various ministers. This institutional setting allows bureaucrats in each ministry with strong sectionalism to serve as institutional veto players when their interests conflict with the prime minister’s policy initiative.

While the prime minister in a parliamentary system represents a majority of the legislative branch, this does not mean an automatic approval for government proposals. The short duration of Diet sessions, the bicameral system, and the committee system leave limited time for the government to pass legislation, which often makes the opposition parties effective partisan veto players, especially when the government cannot get public support for policy changes. Since the 1990s there have been a series of coalition governments instead of a single-party government. Coalition partners often act as veto players when they disagree with the government’s policy initiatives. Under the LDP governments of Yasuo Fukuda and Tarō Asō as well as the DPJ governments of Naoto Kan and Yoshihiko Noda, the government coalition did not have a majority in the upper house, so the opposition parties served as very influential partisan veto players.

In addition to these institutional and partisan players, there are intraparty veto players in the Japanese political system. The longtime ruling LDP had developed strong factionalism within the party, just as its Italian counterparts did. To become prime minister, a candidate first had to form a coalition of factions for support and then had to maintain that support to be an effective leader. The prime minister had to form the cabinet considering factional balance. As a result, the national leader did not have strong control over the cabinet like the British leader enjoys. Ignoring or losing factional support could create veto players within the government party.

In addition to factionalism, various zoku members in the PARC could be another kind of intraparty veto player. LDP zoku group members specialized in specific policies and had their own interests and client industries to protect. Such members often allied with the related ministries to protect their client industries, forming a major obstacle to confront the prime minister under LDP governments.

Weakening the political influence of LDP factions was a major motive for introducing electoral reform. With the 1994 reform, the electoral system approach predicted that LDP factions would disappear when a strong party center was created, and the new single-seat electoral system would force LDP legislators to become policy generalists instead of specific policy specialists. Ellis S. Krauss and Robert J. Pekkanen, on the other hand, offer a different explanation based on historical institutionalism. They looked into the origin and historical developments of factions and the PARC and explained why these political institutions persisted even after the 1994 electoral changes.17 Instead of disappearing, the LDP factional system reverted to that of the 1950s, when the party had more, smaller-scale factions. The PARC did not change in many aspects despite the electoral change. In other words, factions and zoku members might continue to serve as veto players.

With so many active veto players, the need to strengthen the power of the prime minister and the cabinet became a major focus of the administrative reform effort under the Ryūtarō Hashimoto administration. As a result of political battles over institutional reform, the 1999 government reform and the 2001 administrative reform were introduced. Based on the impact of these institutional reforms combined with the 1994 electoral reform, Margarita Estévez-Abe introduced the structural analysis approach.18 The electoral reform created a more centralized and cohesive party, and the government and administrative reforms strengthened the cabinet and created a top-down decision-making council to carry out a series of major economic reforms. With these institutional changes, which weakened the intraparty veto players, Estévez-Abe declared that Japan was moving toward a Westminster system. After seeing the difficulty the Abe administration had in dealing with the loss of a majority in the 2007 upper house, Estévez-Abe added strong bicameralism as an obstacle to Japan’s transformation into such a system.19 Her analysis, however, does not explain why the DPJ administration under Yukio Hatoyama could not exercise strong, top-down leadership even with a majority in the both houses.

This book does not see the institutional changes as a sufficient condition like the electoral system approach and the structure analysis approach do, but as a mere necessary condition. Institutions do not produce leadership; they only enable it. A motivated and talented leader like Junichirō Koizumi could take advantage of institutional changes to exercise leadership, while others like Hatoyama and Naoto Kan failed to do so. This book’s ultimate goal is to offer analysis of how and when institutions matter.

The LDP prime ministers before Koizumi relied heavily on the bureaucracy and the LDP zoku members in making policy. The policy-making process was slow, and drastic, controversial policy changes were very difficult to deliver. Policy outcomes usually ended up with political compromises among the veto players. Koizumi took advantage of the institutional changes that encouraged the establishment of a top-down, centralized policy-making style and successfully made the veto players, even if reluctantly, follow his direction. The post-Koizumi LDP leaders—Abe, Fukuda, and Asō—failed to take advantage of the new institutional arrangements to exercise strong leadership. Hatoyama introduced a series of institutional changes to establish political leadership by eliminating the influence of the bureaucracy and the government party. Without support from the other veto players as well as political determination to establish a centralized policy process, however, he could not effectively carry out policy changes, as seen in the relocation of the Futenma air base. Kan tried to reverse Hatoyama’s antibureaucratic stance but failed to take advantage of bureaucratic support. To successfully exercise political leadership, the prime minister needs to balance centralized institutions and bureaucratic support.

OUTLINE OF THE BOOK

The study begins with an explanation of Japan’s political institutions and the political traditions under the LDP government that created veto players. The old multimember-district electoral system with malapportionment for the lower house significantly benefited the LDP as it maintained its power as the ruling party. The electoral system also contributed to the development of intraparty factions within the LDP as well as the growth of LDP legislators’ private support groups, or kōenkai. These created a strong, decentralized nature in the party. Owing to the decentralized nature, factions served as strong veto players, and the power of the prime minister and the cabinet was limited. To run the government smoothly, the national leader had to maintain harmony within the party. LDP zoku members with growing political influence often allied with related ministries in policy making to serve as powerful veto players against the cabinet. Chapter 1 discusses how the development of factions and kōenkai also accelerated the aspect of money politics in Japan, leading to a movement toward political reform to change the electoral system.

Chapter 2 illustrates the process of institutional reform in the 1990s. Factionalism was seen as a cause of political corruption. A single-seat electoral system was expected to eliminate factionalism within the LDP. Two attempts at enacting electoral reform under the LDP failed because of opposition by veto players who wanted to preserve their kōenkai. Disappointed voters ousted the LDP, and the non-LDP government under Morihiro Hosokawa successfully introduced an electoral system with single-member districts. After bureaucratic scandals and natural disasters, the public wanted to see stronger political leadership. Prime Minister Ryūtarō Hashimoto conducted administrative reform against the opposition of the many veto players in the government and the government party. Although political compromises were finally made with these veto players, Hashimoto successfully reorganized the bureaucracy and strengthened the prime minister’s power.

Chapter 3 analyzes the impact of these political institutional changes on the power balance between the government and veto players. The piecemeal institutional changes of the 1990s created a new environment within the Japanese government that encouraged top-down leadership by the prime minister. The redistribution of power between junior and senior politicians within the LDP that followed the 1994 electoral changes contributed to the creation of a more open electoral rule for the LDP presidency, which led to Koizumi’s landslide victory in the 2001 presidential race. In addition, the 2001 administrative reform provided Koizumi with clear legitimacy to take stronger policy initiatives and empowered the Kantei, the prime minister’s official residence (the Japanese equivalent of the Britain’s 10 Downing Street or the U.S. White House), to carry out his policy objectives against veto players. Koizumi led a centralized, top-down policy process to enact important pieces of national security legislation and effectively utilized the newly established Council on Economic and Fiscal Policy (CEFP) to deliver a series of domestic policy changes.

Chapter 4 focuses on the changes in political culture and elections that eventually led to the birth of the DPJ government. The 1994 electoral change had a significant impact on the political culture. All Diet members had to reorganize their kōenkai and needed to reach out to a wider spectrum of voters in their new constituencies. Although LDP factions and zoku members survived, their political influence as intraparty veto players was significantly decreased, especially under the Koizumi administration. The chapter describes the transition of the DPJ from a small opposition party to a viable opposition party. Finally, it provides analysis of the elections after the 1994 reform. Under the single-seat electoral system, the value of floating votes significantly increased, and the winner in each district became much more difficult to predict. This change brought a political power shift to the DPJ when the public became disappointed by the LDP’s handling of the government.

Chapter 5 addresses the decision-making process under the Hatoyama government. The DPJ manifesto during the election campaign identified bureaucrats as unnecessary veto players for reform plans and called for reducing bureaucratic influence in the government. Prime Minister Hatoyama introduced a new set of rules to encourage the DPJ political actors in the government to take policy initiatives within each ministry. These DPJ members frequently met with each other and made policy decisions, deemphasizing the role of the bureaucrats. Hatoyama replaced the CEFP with the newly established National Strategy Office, but this office could not deliver any drastic policy changes. In a case study, chapter 5 explores the details of the Futenma air base relocation. Hatoyama rejected the existing plan and sought his own alternative without relying on expert advice from the bureaucracy. His failure on this issue led to his resignation.

Chapter 6 investigates policy making in the Naoto Kan administration. Prime Minister Kan felt that the institutional changes brought by his predecessor had caused problems. He tried to restore relations between political leaders and bureaucrats. But the networks of bureaucrats were not easily fixed. Then an earthquake of an unprecedented scale hit eastern Japan. Chapter 6 explains the government’s response to the crisis, a process made increasingly difficult by weak links between politicians and bureaucrats, who were considered veto players.

Chapter 7 presents a concluding overview of this study. Japanese politics has changed significantly as a result of a series of incremental institutional changes. Under the DPJ government, institutional changes were introduced to strengthen political leadership, but the attempts weakened the policymaking power of the bureaucracy instead of strengthening that of DPJ politicians. The Noda government announced its intent to recover the relations between politicians and bureaucrats, seeking a new equilibrium. Chapter 7 concludes with an analysis of the changes in leadership style from the pre-Koizumi era to the Noda administration.
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	JAPANESE POLITICS UNDER THE LDP





JAPAN’S POLITICAL TRADITIONS developed under the long reign of the Liberal Democratic Party. Some were rooted in Japanese culture before the Second World War, and many others were developed under the postwar political institutions to create veto players against the government’s policy initiatives. To understand the veto players and how the government sought to change them after the 1990s, it is important to understand the initial logic of institutional choice and the developments under the LDP government.

The basic framework of Japan’s political institutional setting was formed under the American Occupation. During World War II the U.S. government studied and planned policies for the occupation of Japan, producing numerous papers and guidelines. The two main goals of the Occupation were clear: the demilitarization and democratization of Japan. Demilitarization was completed in the early stages of the Occupation. Japan’s military services were disbanded at home and abroad immediately after the war. Article 9 of the Japanese Constitution, a peace clause, turned Japan into a pacifist nation for a long time in the postwar period.

The second goal of democratization was institutionalized by the constitution and other laws. The prewar Meiji Constitution of 1889 was largely modeled after that of Prussia, with imperial sovereignty. The emperor was clearly the head of state and held national sovereignty and executive power, with strong control over the legislative branch. Statutorily there was no effective veto player against him. The U.S. Occupation authority wanted substantial changes in the constitution to remove the authoritarian aspects of the Meiji Constitution and to establish democratic political institutions that would be “responsible to the will of the people.”1

The Occupation authority first asked the Japanese government to initiate revision of the Meiji Constitution in October 1945, just seven weeks after the end of the war. The government committee produced a draft revision of the constitution, which maintained the basic prewar framework of imperial sovereignty with just minor revisions. This draft, however, was unacceptable to the Occupation authority. On February 3, 1946, Supreme Commander Douglas MacArthur instructed Courtney Whitney, chief of the Government Section, to prepare a new constitution for Japan and handed him his own notes with three major points to be incorporated into the draft.2

The following day Whitney organized a steering committee and seven subcommittees to revise Japan’s constitution.3 After a weeklong discussion, these committees completed their work and jointly submitted their draft to Mac-Arthur on February 10. Two days later he approved the draft with minor revisions and it was presented to the Japanese government with little room for changes in the basic principles and fundamental structure.4 After a series of negotiations, the Japanese government draft was finalized on March 5. Although some concessions were made, the basic outlines of the American draft remained unchanged: to establish a more democratic, representative government. This new constitution is referred to as the Shōwa Constitution.

Japan’s basic political institutional setting under the current constitution is largely modeled after the British parliamentary system. A majority of elected representatives in the national parliament, or Diet, select the prime minister. The selected national leader forms a cabinet, which is vested with executive power. The prime minister and the cabinet are responsible to the Diet and ultimately to the electorate. If there is disagreement between the executive and the legislative branches, the prime minister resigns or calls for a general election. While Japan’s basic institutional framework is similar to that of many parliamentary democracies, its political experiences helped develop the practices and power structures in its own way. The following sections examine more closely the details of political institutions and customs surrounding the executive and legislative branches that shaped their roles.

FORMAL INSTITUTIONAL SETTING AND POSTWAR DEVELOPMENTS

Stronger Institutions for the Prime Minister and the Cabinet

One of the political institutions that went through the most drastic change was the prime ministership. The postwar prime minister and cabinet are institutionally much stronger than their prewar predecessors. Under the Meiji Constitution of 1889, the emperor was the head of state and held national sovereignty and executive power. The prime minister and the cabinet were to assist the emperor in administering the government. The cabinet was not the only group that advised to the emperor: the Privy Council existed outside the cabinet’s jurisdiction and, when instructed by the emperor, deliberated “upon the important matters of State.” The Ministry of Imperial Household also assisted the emperor in an advisory role in policy matters. In addition, the extraconstitutional actors, such as genrō (founders of modern Japan) and jūshin (senior statesmen) had strong influence on the emperor’s decision making.

Under the Shōwa Constitution, the emperor was reduced to a symbol of the state, with no political power. At subcommittee meetings of the Government Section, there was strong disagreement over whether executive power should be vested collectively in the cabinet or individually in the prime minister in order to strengthen the national leader’s power. The steering committee eventually ruled that the prime minister should be empowered to appoint and dismiss cabinet ministers at will, and that executive power is vested in the cabinet, which is collectively responsible to the Diet.5

Article 66 of the Shōwa Constitution clearly defines the prime minister as head of the cabinet. This status is supported by his authority to appoint and dismiss cabinet members (article 68) and to protect cabinet members from legal actions during their tenure (article 75). However, his actual role as head of the cabinet is ambiguous. For example, article 72, which defines the prime minister’s job, reads, “The Prime Minister, representing the cabinet, submits bills, reports on general national affairs and foreign relations to the Diet and exercises control and supervision over various administrative branches.” The wording is not clear as to whether he represents the cabinet only when he submits bills or when he conducts all the duties described in the article. If representing the cabinet applies only to the submission of bills, the prime minister can control and supervise the ministries independent of the cabinet. This was the intent of the original English-language draft constitution proposed by the Government Section. Cabinet Legal Bureau officials, however, insisted on their interpretation of the cabinet’s collective responsibility to the Diet and that the prime minister should not be able to control the executive independently from the cabinet.6

These officials wrote the Cabinet Law, which clearly limits the prime minister’s executive power. First, article 5 defines the prime minister’s role as a representative of the cabinet when reporting on general national affairs and foreign relations. The statements and actions of the prime minister are in theory limited by the cabinet decisions. Second, article 3 states that the executive authority is divided among cabinet members. This provides direct authority over administrative operations to the relevant minister, not the prime minister. The prime minister legally holds direct authority over the agencies under the Cabinet Office only (formerly the Prime Minister’s Office). Over the other ministries, he has indirect authority through the relevant minister or collective decision by the cabinet. Third, although article 8 vests in the prime minister with authority to block administrative operations, the final decision must be made in cabinet meetings. Legally the prime minister cannot control or supervise each minister. Ministers do not receive individual direction from the prime minister unless his direction meets certain conditions.7

Even the prime minister’s indirect authority is limited. Article 6 of the Cabinet Law does not allow him to hold executive power independent from decisions made in the cabinet. Thus the prime minister can control or supervise the executive branch only to the extent that he is authorized by the cabinet meeting. In policy making, the prime minister needs to build a consensus among different groups within the ruling party to ensure that the cabinet will approve the policy. This legal arrangement allows cabinet ministers and their ministries to become veto players.

This can be problematic, especially in the case of an emergency. During the administrative reform efforts under Prime Minister Ryūtarō Hashimoto (1996–98), this issue was repeatedly discussed in order to explore the possibility of reinforcing the prime minister’s executive authority under the existing legal framework. An advisory council to the prime minister suggested that the cabinet preapprove a package of decisions to authorize the prime minister to act in emergency cases, and it also recommended a more flexible interpretation of the article. However, these proposals met strong opposition from the Cabinet Legal Bureau, which saw them as a threat to the principle of the collective responsibility of the cabinet.8 In the end, no change in article 6 of the Cabinet Law was included in Hashimoto’s administrative reform.

The Emergence of Bureaucratic Supremacy

Although the American Occupation authorities emphasized popular sovereignty and the supremacy of the legislature when drafting the constitution, they also helped the Japanese bureaucracy gain power vis-à-vis the legislative branch in actual policy-making procedures.9 The Occupation authorities decided to maintain the bureaucratic institutions and to administer the Occupation indirectly through them. Planners originally intended to have a government directly administered by the U.S. military, but because of the sudden, unconditional surrender of Japan, they decided to use the existing governmental institutions to achieve the immediate and enormous task of governing an entire nation. As the Occupation reforms proved to be successful and popular, Japanese bureaucrats touted them as their own achievements.

The Occupation authorities conducted a large-scale purge that removed or excluded more than 200,000 people from public office. Many incumbent legislators became targets of the purge, which thus effectively eliminated most of the experienced politicians from the political parties. Of the legislators elected in the first postwar general election of April 1946, more than 80 percent (381 of 466 members) were newly elected. These inexperienced legislators had to rely completely on the bureaucrats to formulate legislation. The Diet became no more than a rubber stamp for legislation submitted by the bureaucrats. The ideal of legislative supremacy over the executive, held by the American reformers, was far from reality. After the Occupation authorities left, the bureaucrats continued to administer government programs developed under the Occupation. As a result, the bureaucracy became the primary political beneficiary in Japanese society in the immediate postwar period.

The bureaucracy did not escape from the Occupation reforms, however. The hardest hit government agency was the prewar Home Ministry (Naimushō), the most prestigious and powerful agency. In the Occupation authorities’ view, the ministry “represented the heart and center of the internal administrative bureaucracy and exercised the controls which reached down through regional, prefectural, city, town, and village governments and to the ward offices and neighborhood association system to enter, influence and restrict every phase of every man, woman and child in Japan.”10 About 60 percent of the Home Ministry’s high officials were purged, and its administrative authorities were divided among the new ministries of Construction, Labor, Health and Welfare, and Home Affairs, as well as the Police Agency. However, the purge did not cut deeply into the civil service of other ministries, where less than 20 percent of civil servants were removed, except in the Foreign Ministry, where about 30 percent were purged.11 Overall, the purge helped bring new, younger officials to power in the government, and it had little negative impact on the efficiency of the bureaucracy, which promoted postwar reforms.

In the area of economic policy making, the relative power of the bureaucracy increased while the bureaucrats’ rivals lost power. The Imperial Army and Navy, influential in prewar industrial policy making, were abolished. The influential zaibatsu, privately owned business empires, were dissolved into smaller business organizations, and many business leaders were purged. On the other hand, under the controlled economy during the Occupation period, the power of the economic bureaucrats in the Ministries of Finance (MOF) and International Trade and Industry (MITI) grew as they implemented a wide range of economic policies. After the Occupation the economic ministries retained “the emergency controls that they could effectively use, while endeavoring to dismantle other Occupation reforms that threatened to reduce or restrict their powers.”12

The experience of the Occupation also helped to strengthen sectionalism among the different ministries and agencies in the Japanese government. The Occupation authority was a bureaucratic organization staffed by U.S. Army officials. Individual sections competed with each other to achieve reforms. American reformers began to cooperate with their Japanese counterparts in specific areas such as fiscal austerity, civil liberties, local sanitation, highway construction, democratization of the elementary and high school curricula, and revitalization of newspapers. Sometimes members of this cross-national alliance jointly stood up to their superiors in the Japanese government and the Occupation authority.13 Although the cabinet was collectively responsible for overall administrative actions, the individual ministries grew in actual decision-making power during the Occupation.

The individual ministries maintained their power after the Occupation authorities left Japan. Each ministry is staffed by a group of highly competent, elite bureaucrats who have strong loyalty to their ministry. The majority of these bureaucrats are graduates of top national and private universities who have passed a highly competitive entrance examination for civil service. Although there are occasional interagency personnel exchange programs, the career patterns of the bureaucrats are dominated by service in a single ministry.14 This strengthens their loyalty to their ministry and also promotes sectionalism in the different agencies.

Throughout their careers, elite bureaucrats learn to design, draft, implement, and interpret legislation under the jurisdiction of their ministry. As these bureaucrats prepare most of the legislation presented to the Diet, they have strong influence over the legislative branch. Their major interest is to protect their ministry’s interests and expand its authority, and they tend to put their ministerial interest over national interest. In the postwar era individual ministries have created their own jurisdictions and empowered themselves through various laws. MITI, for example, worked to have a multitude of functions assigned to it by 175 separate laws as of April 2000. The authority for administrative interpretation of these laws is assigned to the relevant division of the ministry. Knowledge of the complicated network of laws is a great asset to the elite bureaucrats who can cite various legal restrictions to block policy initiatives of other political actors. In addition to their executive operations, they have strongly influenced the legislative branch through the drafting of legislation and the judiciary branch through administrative interpretation.

A top civil service official, the administrative vice minister, was in charge of coordinating the activities of the various branches of the ministry, preparing ministerial decisions, and supervising their implementation, just like the British permanent secretary. Although the minister statutorily held appointive authority, the appointments of the vice minister as well as other positions were almost always decided within the bureaucracy, with the minister rubberstamping the decision.15 During his short tenure, the minister more often than not represented the interest of the ministry vis-à-vis the cabinet and the ruling party. As minister, the elected legislator had an excellent opportunity to build personal relations with the bureaucrats and staff at related industries. To gain trust and administrative assistance from elite bureaucrats, the minister was expected to be loyal to the ministry.

These developments supported the bureaucratic supremacy or power elite model, which perhaps was the most popular among explanations of the Japanese policy-making process until the 1980s. In this model there were characteristically three actors: bureaucrats, politicians, and business and other interest groups. Sometimes this was portrayed as the “iron triangle” model. Although there was significant disagreement among the supporters of this view on which actor was the most powerful among the three, the bureaucracy was often described as pivotal.16

With its central role, the bureaucracy developed the highly decentralized, bottom-up policy process. In this process, the main working-level officers were usually at the deputy director level and in their late thirties to early forties.17 Their original proposals were discussed within the section. A proposal accepted at that level was brought to a working-level meeting with other sections within the same bureau. If the other sections approved the proposal, it was finalized as a bureau decision with the approval of all the bureau’s directors. Before the decision was made, however, the officers in charge were expected to have completed the process of coordinating with officials in other ministry bureaus and related ministries, as well as examining legal and budgetary issues through the ministry secretariat.

Former administrative deputy chief cabinet secretary Nobuo Ishihara described the bureau meetings as “the actual decision-making organ within the bureaucracy.”18 Of course there were official meetings at higher levels: ministry meetings, administrative vice ministerial meetings, and ultimately cabinet meetings. The decisions made at the cabinet meeting represented the end of a long, formal process within the government. However, the steps in the policy process taken after the bureau meeting were really nothing more than confirmation. In this bottom-up policy-making process, the bureaucracy played a pivotal role, serving as an instrumental veto player in policy making.

Chalmers Johnson, in his famous book on the Ministry of International Trade and Industry, attributed Japan’s economic success to the ministry officials’ central role in industrial policy making.19 This industrial success owing to the bureaucratic supremacy enabled the LDP, which had supported capitalism, to maintain its control over the government for a long time in the postwar period.

The Legislature and the Multimember-District Electoral System

Bureaucratic supremacy was not what the designers of the Shōwa Constitution envisioned. They set up political institutional arrangements to give substance to the principle of popular sovereignty and to ensure legislative supremacy over the executive. The Diet is defined as “the highest organ of the state power” in article 41. In addition to the cabinet’s collective responsibility to the Diet, the prime minister must be a Diet member when elected. The prime minister must select at least half the cabinet ministers from among Diet members.

The Diet is also defined as “the sole law-making organ of the state.” In prewar Japan the Diet enacted laws, but many of them were loose statements of general principles. The real legislation was effected in the form of imperial or ministerial ordinances, prepared and promulgated by the Privy Council and the cabinet.20 The Shōwa Constitution, on the other hand, vests the whole legislative power in the Diet.

During the Occupation there was a discussion as to whether Japan should have a unicameral or a bicameral legislature. Based on MacArthur’s preference, the Government Section draft provided only for a unicameral legislature with 300–500 members, largely because MacArthur believed the House of Peers should be abolished.21 The prewar House of Peers was made up mainly of the hereditary nobility, whose function was to check decisions made by the publicly elected House of Representatives, also called the lower house. The Japanese government vigorously argued to preserve a second upper house. Under a unicameral system, one election result might provide a majority party with the authority to move too quickly and too passionately. Japan needed to have “a safety valve,” a cabinet member stated in the Diet.22 Compromise was reached to establish a popularly elected House of Councilors, or upper house, which would be subordinate to the lower house.23

The upper house comprises elected officials from different constituencies from those of the lower house. It has a fixed six-year term with no dissolution, with half of its members elected every three years. The upper house can stop decisions of the lower house in order to secure sober consideration, but with a slightly limited legal authority. The lower house can override the upper house by means of a two-thirds majority vote. In the case of disagreement between the two houses on the selection of the prime minister, on the budget, or on treaties, the decision of the lower house is final. While the lower house, through a vote of no-confidence, can force the cabinet to resign or to call a general election, the upper house can express its dissatisfaction only through nonlegally binding resolutions. However, the upper house has almost equal power to the lower house in the normal legislative process. This created an additional opportunity for the opposition parties to serve as powerful partisan veto players when the government party does not hold a majority in the upper house.

The electoral system for the upper house was set before the April 1947 election. To bring a more reflective and sober perspective to the upper house, the electoral system originally had 100 seats in a single nationwide constituency and 150 seats in prefecture-wide constituencies (originally 46 prefectures; 47 after the reversion of Okinawa in 1973: 146 seats in prefecture-wide districts and 96 seats in nationwide proportional representation districts after 2004).

On the other hand, the first postwar election of the lower house was held in April 1946, with 46 prefecture-wide constituencies; a total of 466 seats were allocated to each prefecture, with 2–14 seats in proportion to the population of the given prefecture. Large, prefecture-wide electoral districts encouraged small political groups to declare candidacy in many districts. In the 1946 election, 2,770 candidates ran, representing 258 political parties. The Socialists increased their seats from 17 to 95 and the Communists from 0 to 5, bringing the leftist representation up to 100 of the 466 seats in the lower house.

In February 1947, three months after the constitution was promulgated, the new Home Affairs minister, Etsujirō Uehara, stated at a press conference that the first lower-house election under the new constitution should be held under a revised electoral system with smaller constituencies. Uehara visited Chief Whitney of the Government Section and expressed his concern that the existing prefecture-wide constituencies would allow many more Communist members to be elected to the Diet. Whitney told Uehara that the existing electoral system had been tried only once and should be tested more to see the real effects. Prime Minister Shigeru Yoshida, however, directly contacted Mac-Arthur to gain his personal approval to revise the electoral law.24 On March 14 Whitney wrote to Yoshida that “the National Diet should have a sole discretion” on the decision of its electoral system, allowing the Japanese government to change the law.25

Yoshida’s Liberal Party submitted to the Diet a bill to introduce a new electoral system with a single, nontransferable vote for multimember constituencies with three to five seats.26 This medium-sized, multimember-district system attracted the coalition partner the Progressive Party, as it would give a chance for both the Liberal and the Progressive candidates to be elected from the same districts while undermining smaller parties like the Communists. Indeed, this proposal was strongly criticized by the opposition parties, such as the Socialists, the Communists, and the National Cooperatives, which preferred a proportional representation system with large districts. At the end of March 1947, immediately after the two coalition parties forcefully passed the electoral reform in the Diet, Prime Minister Yoshida dissolved the lower house, calling for a new election.

Surprisingly, the Japan Socialist Party won 143 of the 466 seats in the April 1947 election and became the largest party in the lower house. While the Socialist-led government under Tetsu Katayama was established in coalition with the newly established Democratic Party (mostly former Progressives) and the National Cooperative Party, this government collapsed after just ten months because of a Marxist rebellion within the JSP. The same coalition formed another government led by a Democratic leader, Hitoshi Ashida. But this government lasted only seven months because of the prime minister’s own political scandal. As a result, Yoshida again took over the government and called for a general election in January 1949.

The result of the 1949 election was a landslide victory for Yoshida’s Liberal Party, gaining 269 of the 466 seats. The reign of the Liberal Party continued until February 1955, when the Democratic Party won 185 seats to become the largest party, led by Ichirō Hatoyama. One year later, owing to the escalation of intraparty fighting, the JSP was split into the Rightist Socialist Party, with centrist socialists, and the Leftist Socialist Party, with hard-line left-wingers and Marxist socialists.

LDP Dominance in the 1955 System

The two socialist parties were merged in October 1955, reunifying and recreating the JSP.27 One month later the Liberals and Democrats joined forces to create the Liberal Democratic Party. With the mergers of the conservative and socialist camps, the so-called 1955 system (gojūgo-nen taisei) was established, under which the ruling LDP and the largest opposition party, the JSP, were split ideologically.28 While the LDP favored maintaining the Self-Defense Forces (SDF) and promoting close security cooperation with the United States, the JSP was against this and maintained the hope to establish an unarmed neutrality. As for the constitution, the LDP was eager to revise it while the JSP wanted to defend it. This ideological cleavage long served as a major characteristic of Japan’s party system.

In the first election (1958) after the four political groups merged into two camps, the LDP and the JSP together won 97 percent of the lower house seats.29 Of the 467 seats, the LDP captured 287 while the JSP took 166. During the first five years of the period starting in 1955, a two-party system with an ideological cleavage settled in. The JSP was seen as an effective veto player on the Japanese political scene.

This situation was against the conventional wisdom on the relationship between the number of political parties and the electoral system. Maurice Duverger, in his classic study on the subject, argued a multimember-district system brings about a multiparty system, while a single-member district system leads to a two-party system. This happens because rational politicians will leave losing parties, and rational voters will not waste their votes on losers. Eventually an electoral system with M seats in a district will lead to the party system with M + 1 political parties, according to Duverger’s law.30 Steven Reed applied this law to the 1947 multimember system with 3 to 5 seats in a district and concluded, “Where n is the number of seats in the district… elections in simple plurality elections with multimember districts tend to produce competition among n + 1 candidates.”31 According to this theory, the multimember-district system encourages the establishment of a multiparty system.

As the theory indicates, Japan’s two-party system did not last long. The year 1960 witnessed the breakup of the Socialist Party and marked the beginning of the multiparty system. While improvements in the standard of living weakened blue-collar workers’ support for the left wing of the Socialist Party, some moderate socialist members supported the revision of the U.S.-Japan Security Treaty, which would make the bilateral relationship more equitable by removing the legacies of Occupation control. The left wing responded to these challenges by driving out the members who advocated the movement to modernize the party.32 After the left wing managed to pass a motion to punish a leader of the structural reform movement within the party, the punished politician and fifty-two other moderate socialists left the party to form a centrist party, the Democratic Socialist Party (DSP).

The split of the Socialist Party also reflected the division of the labor unions. The JSP from its inception in 1945 had been a loose amalgam of labor unions with different political stances. The right wing of the labor union held the moderate view that workers’ interests could best be pursued through cooperation between labor and management on the basis of an enterprise union structure. On the other hand, the left wing took a more confrontational position.33 Sōhyō (General Council of Japanese Trade Unions), which represented public-sector unions, was a dominant group on the left and sustained a more militant Marxist stance. Four years after the formation of the DSP, the moderate labor unions formed Dōmei (All Japan Labor Federation) to support the DSP, while Sōhyō continued to support the JSP.

Further weakening the JSP were the rise of the Japan Communist Party (JCP) and the formation of another new centrist party in the 1960s. While public support for both the LDP and the JSP decreased, the JCP steadily increased its seats in the lower house, from 1 in 1958 to 3 in 1960, 14 in 1969, and 38 in 1972. Meanwhile, a Buddhist sect, Sōkagakkai, formed its own political party, the Kōmeitō or Clean Government Party, in 1964. Both the JCP and the Kōmeitō expanded in the rapidly growing urban areas that the LDP and JSP could not reach through their traditional networks to mobilize their support. In 1976 six Diet members defected from the LDP because of the Lockheed scandal to form a new party, the New Liberal Club.

As a result, the multiparty system developed by the mid-1970s. The LDP maintained constant rule, with the main opposition coming from the JSP. While the New Liberal Club merged back into the LDP in 1986, three other small parties—the DSP, the JCP, and the Kōmeitō—established themselves as stable actors by successfully demonstrating their ability to consistently win twenty to fifty lower house seats in the old electoral system. As Masaru Kohno argues, the 1947 electoral system, with multimember districts, allowed these smaller parties to enter the electoral race and steal anti-LDP votes from the JSP.34 The electoral system eventually led to the decline of the JSP and brought about the multiparty system, as Duverger’s law suggests.

The JSP never became a viable opposition party that threatened to replace the LDP as the ruling party. Since the 1960s the appeal of Marxist ideology had continued to decline. The number of JSP lower house seats peaked at 166 in the first election (1958) after the party’s reunification. Since then the numbers had steadily decreased, widening the gap with the LDP. Some argue that there was never a two-party system but a “one-and-one-half party system,” reflecting more accurately the seat allocation of the two major parties. The JSP never had enough candidates to win a majority of the lower house, indicating that it did not have the potential muscle to rule the government single-handedly. It also failed to ally with other opposition parties to challenge the LDP’s dominance in a coalition arrangement. With the decline of the JSP, the LDP became a “predominant political party,” in Giovanni Sartori’s terminology.35

In contrast, through the 1980s the LDP successfully increased the number of its lower house seats. Many scholars observed that the ruling party strengthened its predominant status, while the JSP became “the permanent opposition.” Gerald Curtis, for example, called the LDP’s status “perpetuating dominance” and argued that the ruling party entered a new phase in which it could “act in disregard of opposition party views.”36 Partisan veto players in the opposition parties were seen as less significant than those within the ruling party and the government. This view gained popularity especially after the 1986 general election, in which the LDP captured the largest majority ever, with 304 out of 512 seats in the lower house.

Many factors contributed to the LDP’s success in retaining power. Japan’s postwar economic prosperity and the LDP’s success in promoting it is the obvious one. After the 1960 revision of the U.S.-Japan Security Treaty, which ideologically divided the Japanese public into two opposing camps, the ruling party swiftly shifted its focus to economic development, while the leading opposition party was left stuck with the ideological issue. A group of scholars, including Takashi Inoguchi and Kent Calder, emphasized that the LDP’s strength came from its ability to use the government to serve its special, long-term clients. When the LDP’s traditional supporting groups, such as small businesses and farmers, were in trouble, the ruling party made timely, client-targeted, and effective use of its public policy tools to help them.37 Another group of scholars, including Gerald Curtis and Yasusuke Murakami, had a somewhat contradictory view. According to them, the LDP’s strength came from its ability to adjust its policies in accordance with changes in Japan’s socioeconomic environment. Over its long reign the LDP successfully shifted the target of its concern by reducing favors to special interest groups and providing more public goods to a broader range of constituencies.38

Ikuo Kabashima, on the other hand, spotlighted the high political participation in the rural sector. One of the LDP’s main political goals was the redistribution of wealth from the urban to the rural areas in order to narrow income inequality between the two areas. Voter turnout in rural areas had constantly been higher than in urban areas. Support of the rural sector for the LDP in the election provided Japan with political stability and continuity, which was an important political source of economic growth. In return, farmers received preferential treatment in the budgetary system, which successfully equalized income distribution among the areas and assured the continued support of rural areas for the ruling party.39

Institutional Explanations for LDP Dominance

Instead of political participation, some experts emphasize the multimember-district electoral system as the cause of LDP dominance. The LDP consistently received a higher share of lower house seats than its share of votes. According to Raymond V. Christensen and Paul E. Johnson, the LDP received an average 7.3 percent “seat bonus” in the twelve consecutive lower house elections from 1958 to 1990.40 This bonus had a great impact. In the 1990 election, for example, the LDP captured less than a majority of the total votes (46.1 percent), but a 7.6 percent seat bonus allowed the party to capture 53.7 percent of the lower house seats to control the government.

Many factors contributed to the LDP seat bonus. As stated earlier, the old electoral system allowed the smaller opposition parties, such as the DSP and the Kōmeitō, to survive. The fragmentation of the opposition parties split the anti-LDP votes.41 This also prevented the JSP from becoming a viable opposition party to challenge the LDP’s dominance.

Japan’s multimember districts with relatively small magnitude (seat number in each district) also gave a large advantage to the LDP. The 130 districts (after 1975) were almost evenly divided between three-, four-, and five-seat constituencies. As the smaller parties were less likely to win a seat in the three-seat districts, they were discouraged to field candidates.42 As a result, seats were usually divided between the LDP and the JSP, and the LDP had much better chances to win two seats in many of these districts. In five-seat districts, the smaller parties had their own candidates to gain the anti-LDP votes, which gave a disadvantage to the largest opposition. After examining the results of the lower house elections between 1958 and 1990, Christensen and Johnson argued that district magnitude was “the largest positive contribution to the LDP seat bonus and LDP victories.”43

On the other hand, Taku Sugawara argues that the multimember districts allowed vote-dividing strategies based on geography, benefiting the LDP. As each of the multiple candidates from the LDP represented a different region within the same district, they could focus their election campaigns on more geographically specific voters. Meanwhile, the opposition parties with one candidate had to appeal to the entire constituency. As Japanese voters felt a stronger affiliation with their regional representatives, they voted for the LDP candidates.44

As Kabashima points out, the LDP’s major economic policy was the redistribution of wealth from urban to rural areas. This policy focus made LDP candidates in rural districts very strong. Masumi Ishikawa and Michisada Hirose analyzed the seats acquired by the LDP in the lower house elections between 1947 and 1986 by dividing the electoral districts in terms of population density into four categories—rural areas, local cities, cities, and metropolitan areas. While the LDP’s share of the lower house seats in metropolitan districts fluctuated between 30 and 60 percent, that of the rural constituencies constantly stayed between 68 and 86 percent.45 Japan’s rapid economic growth in the postwar period, however, created a massive population shift from the rural to the urban areas, which should have been disadvantageous to the LDP.

The population shift grew especially in the 1960s. In 1955, 5.1 million people moved between municipalities, and by 1969 more than 8 million people shifted.46 According to Yoshiaki Kobayashi’s calculation, the percentage of the electoral districts that were categorized as rural decreased from 80 to 35 percent in the period between 1960 and 1975.47 As a result, the malapportionment of the lower house became a political issue. But the LDP refused to reapportion the lower house completely and offered only partial adjustments by adding nineteen seats in urban districts in 1964 and an additional twenty seats in 1975.

These minor adjustments, however, did not solve the problem. In the 1972 general election, it took 4.99 votes in the most underrepresented district to have a voice in the Diet equal but only 1 vote in the most overrepresented district. In 1976 the Supreme Court ruled that the allocation of the lower house seats in that election was unconstitutional as it denied urban voters’ equal rights, which are guaranteed by the constitution. Just before the 1986 lower house election, for the first time, Prime Minister Yasuhiro Nakasone reduced eight seats in rural districts against political opposition within the LDP while adding seven seats in urban areas to correct disproportional allocation. Although the largest disparity was still as high as 2.92 times in the election, the Supreme Court ruled in October 1988 that the situation was constitutional. According to the ruling, a disparity within 3.00 times was considered constitutional. But in the following general election in 1990, the gap again widened to 3.18 times, making the allocation unconstitutionally imbalanced.

The rural overrepresentation in the Diet significantly benefited the LDP. Sadafumi Kawato examined the correlation between the number of voters in each district and the share of acquired votes of the LDP, the JSP, and the JCP in ten consecutive lower house elections between 1958 and 1990. The results show that the LDP benefited from the malapportionment at a relatively high degree, illustrating the party’s rural orientation. On the other hand, the JCP was at a constant disadvantage, showing its urban orientation. While the JSP had an urban orientation in 1958–67, it gained a rural orientation in 1969–86.48

Malapportionment made the LDP very rural oriented.49 As a large proportion of LDP Diet members represented rural areas, the party constantly pushed through the redistribution of wealth from urban to rural areas in the form of subsidies and public works. By providing such political pork, the ruling party members won reelection in the rural constituencies more easily than in the urban areas. LDP members from the rural areas therefore had better chances to rise in the hierarchy within the ruling party than their fellow Diet members from urban areas. Most of the prime ministers since Eisaku Satō, for example, were from rural areas. The many LDP political leaders from the countryside ensured that the government would continue the wealth redistribution.

In addition to the electoral system, the constitutional authority of the prime minister to dissolve the lower house also gave advantage to the LDP. This authority allows the ruling party to choose the timing for a general election. During the LDP’s reign from 1955 to 1993, there was only one time that the lower house lasted to the end of the four-year term: when Prime Minister Takeo Miki could not call for an election owing to his weak leadership.50 In all other cases the ruling party did not wait for the term to end and often tried to choose the best timing for an election. Takashi Inoguchi points out that the LDP often based the election timing on the business cycle.51 On the other hand, Masaru Kohno and Yoshitaka Nishizawa suggest that the LDP manipulated public works spending based on the election timing.52 Either way, the LDP took advantage of its ability to choose the election timing and to provide rewards to its constituency to maximize its election results.

The old electoral system lasted until 1994, when the non-LDP coalition government under Prime Minister Morihiro Hosokawa introduced a new electoral system with a combination of single-member and proportional representation constituencies. Under the multimember-district system for nearly half a century, LDP members developed their own local support group, or kōenkai, and factionalism within the party.

GROWTH OF INFORMAL INSTITUTIONS AND POLITICAL CULTURE

Need to Organize Kōenkai

The multimember-district system of the lower house encouraged multiple candidates from a single party. To gain or maintain an LDP majority in the lower house and control the government, the party needed to win two to three seats in the three-to-five-seat districts. Because LDP candidates shared a similar voting base, the competition among them was usually more intense than was the competition with candidates from opposition parties.

The LDP had local branches at the prefectural level. While they became very active for prefecture-wide campaigns for the election of the governor or upper house members in the prefecture district, these local branches avoided involvement in electoral competition among LDP candidates in the lower house elections.53 In addition, the LDP headquarters and prefectural branches did not develop centralized control over election finances or campaigns for lower house candidates. Each candidate was therefore forced to organize individual support groups.

Kōenkai were legally defined as “organizations whose main political activity is to recommend or support a certain candidate for a public position,” such as a Diet member.54 Such organizations allow a candidate to create offices to handle administrative tasks, to locate signboards with the candidate’s name in the constituency, and to contact voters and conduct constituency services during the noncampaign period.

At a shop in the LDP headquarters in Tokyo, a handbook entitled Guide for Practical General Election for LDP candidates is sold.55 This book urges candidates to organize kōenkai to gain committed votes and helpful support. According to the book, under the umbrella organization of kōenkai are regionally based “horizontal organizations” in each municipal unit and “vertical organizations” such as business groups and corporations. Within these organizations, candidates are encouraged to form a “youth department” and a “women’s department.”

A typical LDP politician had fifty to eighty constituency organizations, ranging from hobby and sport clubs to women’s activities and social groups for older people. These groups organized tours to hot springs and to the Diet to visit their representatives. LDP politicians attended many of their supporters’ meetings and ceremonies. According to a 1989 survey by the Asahi Shimbun, the average LDP Diet member attended 116 year-end or new-year parties annually and 6.6 weddings and 26.5 funerals monthly.56 In return for these services, at election time these groups formed the core of the politicians’ electoral constituencies for the campaign. Thus elections became expensive contests between candidates to win local support through pork-barrel politics and other constituency services.

Targeting specific groups was a very important and effective strategy under the multimember-district system. In a five-member electoral district, for example, candidates were guaranteed to win if they could get 20 percent of the total votes cast. The average vote share of election winners receiving the least number of votes in five-member districts was 8–14 percent over the course of the 1947–86 lower house elections.57 It was possible for candidates to be elected with less than 10 percent of the votes in many districts. Under such an electoral system, candidates tried to develop personal networks and create strong ties with specific groups and companies in order to build their own solid voting base, instead of appealing to a broader base of voters. For example, candidates who received support from the local agricultural co-op could expect a couple percent of the total votes. With support from major construction companies, candidates could add another couple percent. If the supporting group represented more than 10 percent of the total votes, candidates could win the next election by adding several more percentage points. Instead of appealing to a politically inactive majority, candidates thus tried to solidify support from active minority groups.

Kōenkai developed in a couple of stages. The purge of the old political leaders under the American Occupation broke their political monopolies in most of regions. When more than 80 percent of the winners were newly elected in the first postwar general election, however, there were no established party organizations to help them. This situation continued in subsequent electoral campaigns during the first postwar decade because of the high fluidity of conservative parties. Therefore candidates were left to their own resources. “By 1952, most of the Dietmen had created kōenkai for themselves,” according to Nathaniel Thayer’s study.58

Kōenkai began to boom among conservative Diet members after the Liberal and Democratic Parties merged to form the LDP in November 1955. The merger was designed to solidify conservative camps in the face of the merger of the right and left wings of the Socialist Party. In many districts former Liberal and Democratic candidates now had to run the next electoral campaign under the same banner, that of the LDP. Conservative candidates began building their electoral bases to compete with their new fellow party members rather than with Socialist candidates.59 As a result, kōenkai became central organizations for electoral mobilization.

In the early 1960s the LDP aimed to strengthen the central party and local branches while kōenkai of the individual Diet members were expanding. In January 1961 the LDP announced the organizational activities guidelines, which included the plan to convert the members of individual kōenkai, who reportedly totaled ten million, to LDP party members.60 In October 1963 the LDP’s Organization Research Council, led by Takeo Miki, announced that because the focus of kōenkai was on supporting a certain individual Diet member, there was often conflict with party activities, and that in the future these groups needed to be merged into the party organization. As it was impossible to abolish kōenkai immediately, the council requested that individual LDP Diet members arrange for some five hundred of their kōenkai members to register with local LDP branches.61 Strong opposition came from LDP Diet members, however, and the request was rejected.

The LDP then came up with a backup plan to establish liaison offices between kōenkai and the LDP branches. The liaison offices would distribute the party’s public relations materials and serve in some election activities. This was a major setback for the people who aimed to centralize party control. The LDP conducted no further major reform efforts to strengthen the national network of the party organization; as a result, the party remained “a loose association of individual Diet members” instead of becoming “an organized party of members with various rights and obligations.”62

An important institutional change came in the form of a reform of the LDP presidential elections. Prime Minister Takeo Miki originally proposed a plan to introduce a primary election in which nonparliamentary party members would vote. Miki wanted to replace the behind-the-scenes factional politics of LDP Diet members with an open election by nationwide party members to choose a party leader.63 Although Miki’s proposal was rejected, he asked his successor to bring about the reform. Under the administration of Takeo Fukuda, in April 1977 the party accepted the reform to set a primary election for the LDP presidency.

Ironically, Miki’s original plan to remove the influence of LDP factions actually accelerated factional competition and division in the presidential race. LDP factions competed to recruit the individual Diet members’ kōenkai members as LDP members to help elect their leader as party president. In Kagawa prefecture, home of Masayoshi Ōhira, one of the candidates in the 1978 presidential race, 49,603 new members registered, amounting to the highest rate of recruiting in proportion to the population. Gunma prefecture, which was home to two candidates, Takeo Fukuda and Yasuhiro Nakasone, recorded the second highest rate, with new membership of 76,041.64 The number of LDP members swelled from some 400,000 to nearly 1.52 million running up to the days before the election.65

Although Miki’s scheme in the 1960s to integrate kōenkai into the party organization was fulfilled, it did not achieve the original goal of centralizing party control. On the contrary, the recruiting campaign for the LDP presidential race served to expand the kōenkai of individual LDP members and to strengthen their ties with LDP factions in Tokyo.

In sum, the multimember district electoral system discouraged central control by the government party. The weak local branches and the lack of electoral support from the party center encouraged LDP Diet members to develop their own personal support groups. The 1955 LDP merger and the 1978 LDP presidential primary race further contributed to the expansion of kōenkai.66

The Emergence of LDP Factions

The electoral system of the lower house also contributed to the development of intraparty factionalism within the LDP. As discussed in the previous section, the competition among multiple LDP candidates was usually fiercer than the competition with candidates from opposition parties. The LDP’s lack of central control over election finances and campaigns increased each candidate’s reliance on factions and kōenkai rather than on the party.

Some scholars argue that factions within political parties are the product of the characteristics of a Japanese society that puts more emphasis on vertical relations, such as leader-follower and superior-junior relations, than on horizontal relations among colleagues. According to sociologist Chie Nakane, Japanese communities are usually organized in a pyramid-shaped hierarchy of ranks consisting of many very personal relationships between superiors and juniors, the basis of human relations in Japan. Japanese leaders are therefore directly supported by subleaders, who themselves have their own followers.67 Formal, institutional group organizations are often eroded and subsumed by the unity of subgroups with the traditional values of human relations. Nakane’s description of the way the Japanese organize themselves fits perfectly with the structure of Japanese political parties, with a formal party leader and members grouped into factions.

Culture and social behavior, however, cannot be a single explanatory factor, as factionalism is not unique to the Japanese political system. Although their forms and functions vary depending on political institutions and environments, factions exist in the politics of many democratic states. Generally factionalism is weaker in nations with a single-seat electoral system, such as Great Britain, where party affiliation is the dominant factor in elections. On the other hand, nations with an electoral system of proportional representation or multimember districts, like Italy, have developed strong factionalism.68

In addition to the cultural explanation, the development of LDP factions has been attributed to the electoral system. While the electoral incentive under the multimember district system was not necessarily the cause or origin of factionalism, it significantly contributed to its development. Ramseyer and Rosenbluth assert that “the electoral system alone is sufficient to explain the survival of LDP factions…. LDP party members join factions out of self-interest. Faction leaders help members… to improve their reelection chances.”69 Krauss and Pekkanen, on the other hand, deemphasize the influence of the electoral system and focus more on the impact of internal power struggles among LDP leaders and between leaders and rank-and-file representatives as the determinant that defined the nature and role of factions under LDP rule.70

Factions competed in recruiting new candidates and supported reelection campaigns of existing members. As Masaru Kohno points out, owing to the institutional arrangements, LDP candidates with factional affiliation had several advantages over those with no affiliation.71 First, the LDP aimed to limit the number of party-endorsed candidates in order to maximize winning seats with the votes cast under the multimember-district system. The major factions had dominant power to arrange party endorsement for their candidates. As a result, many new LDP candidates already had factional affiliation before the official campaign even started. Second, as the prime minister usually dissolved the lower house before its four-year term ended, it was important for new candidates to have information on the political schedule from their factions for when the next election was expected. The timing of general elections was determined by many different factors within the political climate, such as pressure from the opposition, interfactional negotiations, and economic conditions. With inside information from the senior members of the faction, candidates could schedule their election campaigns effectively. Third, the short official campaign period created disadvantageous conditions for relatively unknown LDP candidates without a factional affiliation. Candidates with a factional affiliation could receive the campaign visits of nationally known senior politicians from their faction as well as financial assistance and tips for the campaign.

Factions within the LDP were not formed for ideological reasons or around a specific policy position. The Liberal Democratic Party was originally formed by combining different conservative political groups, some with roots in prewar political parties. Therefore from the start the LDP had been highly fractional with several intraparty factions, each with its own leader. These might even be considered mini parties within the parent party. Their primary goal was to make their leader the prime minister.72

Although the first LDP presidential race, in April 1956, was won by Ichirō Hatoyama almost unopposed, the second one, eight months later, became an intense battle among three candidates—Tanzan Ishibashi, Kōjirō Ishii, and Nobusuke Kishi. During the election eight senior members of the LDP competed to form their group of supporting members in order to choose the leader they preferred. In addition to his own faction, Kishi was supported by groups led by Ichirō Kōno (Kishi’s colleague from the former Democratic Party) and Eisaku Satō (Kishi’s real brother). Ishibashi was supported by the three groups led by himself, Banboku Ōno, and Takeo Miki. Ishii was supported by his own group and the Hayato Ikeda group. Although Kishi received the most votes in the first round, he did not achieve a majority (223 of 511 votes). In the final round between Kishi and the candidate with the second largest vote count, Ishibashi, the latter received Ishii’s support to win.73 It was after this election that the LDP factionalization of eight major groups took hold.74

As the size of their faction was a vital factor in their eventually becoming prime minister, faction leaders maintained and tried to expand their factions despite the high cost of supporting faction members. In the words of Tsuneo Watanabe, a politically astute journalist, “To become the prime minister, [an LDP politician] must become ‘the boss’ of a faction. Becoming ‘the boss’ of a faction means to be on the short list of the [LDP] presidential candidates.”75 Being a faction leader was considered necessary to becoming LDP president. During the LDP’s continuing reign between 1955 and 1993, with two extreme exceptions in the party’s waning years of control,76 every LDP president who automatically became the prime minister was a faction leader. By 1972 the number of LDP major factions had decreased to five, and until 1993 the prime ministership was rotated among these five major factions. This rotation was not only inevitable but also justifiable because factions could effectively provide necessary alternatives for the leadership position.77 The leadership change usually enhanced the public image of the party and improved public support for the government.78

Because no faction alone had enough members or votes to secure the prime ministership for its leader, factions had to cooperate and form coalitions to challenge other intraparty coalitions. The faction leader who successfully formed a coalition of a majority of LDP Diet members won the LDP presidential race and thus acquired the premiership. The prime minister then had to maintain that support to be an effective leader.

As the LDP had been a loose organization with a high degree of factionalization, the political dynamic among the factions often caused friction. Factional competition had existed from the inception of the LDP, first between the former Liberals and Democrats, and later between the mainstream and the antimainstream.79 Political rivalries, policy confrontation, and unequal allocation of power all led to severe interfactional fights, and sometimes to the resignation of the party leader.

Prime Minister Nobusuke Kishi (1958–60), for example, faced strong opposition from factions within the LDP during the policy process related to revising the U.S.-Japan Security Treaty in 1960. One of the anti-Kishi faction leaders repeatedly demanded that Kishi resign once the bill was passed. Kishi indeed sacrificed his premiership to secure support for the security revision within the ruling party and resigned after his opponents agreed to vote for the motion and it passed.80 Kishi later lamented how unfortunate it was for a political leader to be forced to spend much more energy on party affairs than on conducting his task as prime minister.81

Two decades later Kishi in turn led a factional conflict to force Prime Minister Zenkō Suzuki (1981–82) to resign. After Suzuki met U.S. president Ronald Reagan at the 1981 summit, the two leaders announced a joint statement. Prenegotiated by diplomatic officers, the statement included the word “alliance” for the first time. In an attempt to deny that the use of the word implied Japan’s newly increased military role, Suzuki at a press conference and again at a Diet committee meeting repeated that the “alliance” did not connote a military component for Japan.82 After Suzuki’s statement, the vice minister of foreign affairs commented to reporters that an alliance without a military context would make no sense, especially with the bilateral security pact, and Foreign Minister Masayoshi Itō fully supported the vice minister. The media reported this incident as a disagreement within the cabinet. After Suzuki denounced the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA) at the cabinet meeting, the foreign minister and the vice minister submitted their resignations to the prime minister as a form of protest.83 Kishi, who had sacrificed his administration to revise the bilateral security treaty, was very disappointed by Suzuki. Under fear of worsening relations with the United States, Kishi and his faction followers began an anti-Suzuki movement within the LDP, which led to Suzuki’s resignation.

The problems of interfactional conflicts were evident in the length of the national leader’s tenure. The twenty-two LDP prime ministers in the periods 1955–93 and 1996–2009 served an average of 2.3 years. This short tenure was partly due to the two-year term of the LDP presidency,84 but the primary reason was pressure from the other LDP factions whose leaders were waiting in line for election to the office.

Factional competition was exacerbated during the 1970s by the fight between faction leaders Kakuei Tanaka and Takeo Fukuda. The battle began in the 1972 LDP presidential election to succeed Prime Minister Eisaku Satō. As the factional conflicts grew fierce, Prime Minister Fukuda announced the party reform plan, which included a proposal to abolish factions. By April 1977, when this proposal was accepted by the LDP party conference, all the major factions had officially declared that they would dissolve themselves. By the beginning of 1978, however, LDP factions restarted their activities.85

The July 1976 indictment of Kakuei Tanaka in the Lockheed scandal, in which he accepted a bribe to urge a major Japanese airline to select Lockheed planes, also contributed to the worsening of factional competition. Tanaka’s trial opened in January 1977, and the Tanaka faction lost ten seats in the July 1977 upper house election, decreasing its membership from eighty-six to seventy-six members. To recover his political influence, Tanaka further extended factional battles to local politics and the electoral districts over the 1978 primary election for the LDP presidency between Takeo Fukuda and Masayoshi Ōhira.86 Tanaka provided massive funds to his faction members and their kōenkai to vote for Ōhira.87 Ōhira’s electoral victory, achieved with the assistance from Tanaka, enabled Tanaka to maintain his influence in the political world.

As Tanaka’s trial continued, he tried to further increase his political influence by expanding his faction. He recruited former members of the minor factions, which had lost their leaders.88 In the 1980 double election for both the upper and lower houses, the Tanaka faction increased its members to 92.89 After these elections, Tanaka recruited several independent Diet members to expand his factional membership to over 100. In October 1983 the Tokyo District Court found Tanaka guilty in the Lockheed bribery case and sentenced him to four years in prisons. As the opposition party pressured the government, Prime Minister Yasuhiro Nakasone dissolved the lower house. As a result, while the LDP decreased seats, the Tanaka faction boosted its membership to 120.

During the LDP reign it was often said that “power exists in numbers.” It was relatively easy for a large faction to take political initiative and to build consensus within the party. In selecting the prime ministers from Ōhira to Nakasone, the largest faction, led by Tanaka, had the decisive power. After Noboru Takeshita replaced Tanaka as the faction leader, maintaining most of Tanaka’s faction members, the Takeshita faction, now with the largest number of members, boasted its dominant control in selecting LDP party leaders. The factional control over leadership selection continued until 2001, when Junichirō Koizumi won the LDP presidency outside the framework of a factional balance.

The magic number was the equivalent of one-fourth of the LDP members, according to the theory of political journalist Masumi Ishikawa.90 If the LDP had more than half the total of Diet members, it remained the ruling party. If a coalition of factions was larger than a majority of all LDP Diet members, it could have decisive power over the selection of the prime minister and the execution of major policies. If one faction had a majority within the coalition, that faction controlled the coalition, and thus the party and the government. By this rule of “a majority of a majority,” a faction with more than a quarter of LDP members could demonstrate strong influence on the political scene.

Institutionalization of Factions

During the LDP rule, factions became more institutionalized as they served as channels to allocate cabinet posts, subcabinet seats, Diet committee chairmanships, and party posts. In the early period of LDP rule, the party had weaker unity and was divided between the mainstream and antimainstream, as the battle for party leadership was fierce. The important cabinet posts were dominated by the mainstream factions, who supported the prime minister in the LDP presidential election. During the long tenure of Eisaku Satō (1964–72), however, cabinet posts were allocated in proportion to factional size.91 By the latter half of the 1970s, allocating cabinet posts based on factional balance became a norm under LDP rule.92

By the 1980s most of the LDP members who had won at least six lower house elections were listed in the recommendation letter for cabinet posts, which was prepared by faction leaders, and were appointed as cabinet ministers.93 Seizaburō Satō and Tetsuhisa Matsuzaki, in their influential book, described a career path for LDP member. Before reaching a cabinet position, the average LDP lower house member experienced the post of either vice minister, executive of a Diet committee, or vice chairman of the subcommittee of the LDP Policy Affairs Research Council during the member’s second term (or after the first reelection). Chairmanship of the PARC subcommittee was given during the third term, and the post of deputy secretary general and bureau director was awarded during the fourth term. The hierarchy of seniority within the LDP was thus institutionalized.94

While cabinet posts and chairmanship of the Diet committees, as well as some executive positions within the party, were allocated based on factional balance, there were also posts filled to represent factions. These included the LDP deputy secretary general, vice chairman of PARC, the LDP General Council, and the LDP House of Councilors Members Committee. These representatives served as information providers to the faction and briefed other faction members on current policy and political developments. In turn, they also served as channels through which members could voice their opinions on government and party decisions. Thus factions became a primary source of political and policy information for their members.

Factions also served as a distributor of political funds. Faction leaders raised money by collecting from corporations, organizing fund-raising parties, and receiving from senior members within the faction. Junior members received money from faction leaders for annual operating funds and election campaigns. Senior members expanded their influence within the faction by contributing money. Thus a hierarchy was established based on financial contributions within the faction.95

Ultimately LDP factions took over the political party’s functions: recruitment of new candidates, campaign support, provision of information, post allocation, and fund raising/distribution. Factions were developed largely because of two institutional factors: the multimember electoral system of the lower house and the LDP presidential races. Factions acted as powerful veto players when they desired to be. As a result, factions became distinctive characteristics of the LDP and Japanese postwar politics.

Weak Cabinet and Prime Minister

As the influence of factions expanded during the LDP reign, the prime minister’s constitutional authority to appoint cabinet members was eroded. Prime Minister Shigeru Yoshida (1946–47, 1948–54), for example, enjoyed total appointive power and frequently changed cabinet members to reward loyal members and punish disloyal members. During his seven years, Yoshida appointed over eighty people to cabinet posts. Yoshida’s frequent reshuffling of his cabinet was carried on by his successors, and this significantly affected the power structure of Japanese politics. Critics argued that Yoshida’s frequent reshuffling lowered the prestige of cabinet positions and weakened the ruling party’s control over the bureaucracy.96

While many observers of Japanese politics criticize Yoshida for this political custom, Nobusuke Kishi (1957–60) may well be more responsible for it. Kishi reshuffled his cabinet three times, replacing almost all cabinet members during his three-year tenure. Cabinet reshuffling before Kishi was on a small scale, with just a few members replaced at a time. Kishi observed that Yoshida’s manner of removing individual cabinet members created antipathy toward the prime minister. By reshuffling the entire cabinet at the same time, Kishi avoided the situation in which cabinet members could lose face.97 This practice became a tradition under subsequent LDP governments.

After Kishi, cabinet reshuffling became almost an annual event, further weakening the power of ministers over their ministries. The political career ladder within the LDP became more institutionalized in the 1970s. Regardless of their ability, almost all the LDP lower house members were entitled to be appointed to the cabinet after their sixth term. As factionalism grew stronger, the prime minister had to appoint cabinet members carefully, considering factional balance and requests from faction leaders. Cabinet members who obtained their position because of factional recommendation actually felt stronger loyalty to their factional leader than to the prime minister. Thus the cabinet was often a group of politicians who represented their individual factions and the interests they promoted, allowing them to become veto players within the highest policy-making organ in the government.

Confrontation between factions therefore often resulted in disharmony in the cabinet. On the other hand, disagreement among cabinet members often caused disharmony within the party. To maximize effectiveness in formulating and executing policy, the prime minister had to maintain harmony in both the cabinet and the party. Careless cabinet appointment instantly created resentment from the other factions.

As the prime minister has the constitutional authority to dismiss cabinet members, he can have direct control over the cabinet and administrative operations by choosing cabinet members and by dismissing members who do not agree with him and replacing them with somebody who agrees with him. If he desires, the prime minister theoretically can dismiss all cabinet members and appoint himself to hold all the positions. In 1947 Prime Minister Tetsu Katayama, for example, appointed himself to all the ministerial positions until he finally formed a cabinet eight days later.

In reality, however, the prime minister cannot freely exercise the appointive and dismissal authority without endangering majority support in the Diet and thus his premiership. Because most cabinet members hold Diet seats and remain leading ruling party members, the political implication of dismissing a member from the cabinet is very strong. As Masaharu Gotōda writes, the dismissal authority “would also hurt the prime minister” who implements it.98 Under the current constitution there were only five cases of exercising this authority.99 Usually the prime minister prefers to accept a voluntary resignation rather than dismiss a cabinet member.

Although Yoshida initiated frequent cabinet appointments to better control the bureaucracy by ensuring ministers’ loyalty to the prime minister, this tradition weakened the control of the prime minister over the bureaucracy in the long run. During a minister’s short tenure, there was generally little time to accumulate the experience and knowledge necessary to become influential in actual decision making within the ministry. Given this lack of experience and expertise, many ministers had to rely completely on the civil servants in their ministry. All their official statements in the Diet were prepared in advance by career bureaucrats. When ministers could not answer the questions of other members at a Diet meeting, the high-level bureaucrats answered on behalf of the minister. This differed from the situation in the British Parliament, where nonelected government officials cannot attend a session. The Japanese system allowed even incompetent ruling party members to be appointed as cabinet members. This custom over the long run weakened the influence of the minister over civil servants.

Although the cabinet holds the executive power and is the highest decision-making organ in the government, actual decisions were rarely made in cabinet meetings but instead were made long before the meetings took place. The agenda for a cabinet meeting was prepared and approved at a subcabinet meeting (jimu jikan kaigi) usually held the day before and attended by the administrative vice ministers, who were top bureaucrats at the administrative ministries. The agenda included a proposed decision. According to a former cabinet member, the cabinet meetings under the LDP reign were where the necessary cabinet members signed official documents; actual discussions rarely occurred.100 Although the subcabinet meetings did not have any legal authority for their existence, the cabinet had never repealed the decisions of such meetings. Therefore any actual influence of the cabinet meetings on decision making was quite limited.

This does not mean, however, that all the policy decisions were made by the bureaucracy. Cabinet decisions generally reflected the interests of the prime minister. He and his staff introduced their ideas to the lower ranks in the government. The Kantei, including the chief cabinet secretary and deputies who served the interests of the prime minister, worked to build consensus among various agencies and the ruling party before an issue was taken to the subcabinet meeting. Still, building such consensus with a functionally weak cabinet was a very difficult task for a political leader.

The limited number of staffers at the Kantei (the prime minister’s supporting staff) exacerbated the situation. Although the Kantei listed nearly two hundred officials, many of them were on loan from other ministries. Their loyalty usually belonged to their home ministry rather than to the prime minister, and they often served as hidden veto players by sabotaging the prime minister’s policy initiatives. Former prime minister Tomiichi Murayama (1994–96) lamented to the author, “There were only three politicians, including myself, at the Kantei. We were surrounded by bureaucrats.”101 As a result, it was very difficult for the prime minister to establish a centralized policy-making system.

Decentralized Policy-Making Power in the LDP

Decentralization of policy making was also developed within the ruling party. From its 1955 inception, the LDP had a policy-making organ, the Policy Affairs Research Council. The PARC had seventeen subcommittees (bukai) and more than thirty research commissions.102 Commissions were designed to deal with broader issues rather than specific legislation. On the other hand, the subcommittees were set up corresponding to administrative ministries and used by the LDP to influence policy decisions and budget making in each policy area.

Although the PARC existed from the birth of the LDP, its role in actual decision making was limited at the beginning. Most of the policy making was done within the government. Under the cabinet of Hayato Ikeda (1960–64), some LDP members boycotted the deliberation of a cabinet-sponsored bill in the Diet. It was an embarrassment to the Ikeda cabinet as well as to the LDP General Council, which was the highest decision-making organ to build a party consensus. In February 1962 LDP Executive Council chairman Munenori Akagi sent a memo to Chief Cabinet Secretary Masayoshi Ōhira requesting the approval of cabinet-sponsored bills by the LDP General Council prior to approval at the cabinet meeting.103 Prior approval by the LDP would avoid turmoil in the Diet operation, so Ōhira accepted this request in order to make the prior party approval a political custom. The LDP’s influence in policy making, however, was still somewhat limited in the 1960s.

The power shift from the bureaucracy to the LDP policy committees became more evident after the two oil shocks of the 1970s. In the rapid growth that symbolized the 1950s and the 1960s, government revenue increased significantly each year. A majority of policy decisions involved the allocation of extra revenues to different programs. However, after the oil shocks the lower economic growth slowed down government revenue increases and thus decreased the money available to these programs. With funds limited, bureaucratic officials became more dependent on the mediation and political decisions of the ruling party members when reallocating funds among administrative programs.104

LDP Diet members accumulated knowledge and experience in specific policy areas by attending PARC subcommittee meetings and became identified as zoku, or policy tribes. Those who earned the zoku label increased their influence vis-à-vis bureaucrats in the same policy field. As a result they became instrumental in policy making. It became part of the official process for bureaucrats to seek approval from the relevant zoku members before submitting budget proposals and other policy initiatives to the cabinet. The LDP governments delegated considerable policy-making power on specific issues to these specialists within the party organization, while the prime minister concentrated on broader issues.

The PARC subcommittees served as the first forum the government consulted regarding a proposal. Members of these subcommittees served as the ultimate arbiters of political power on a specific issue and became instrumental in policy making. They examined government policies and often made amendments to them. According to Nobuo Ishihara, who served as deputy chief cabinet secretary for seven and a half years, the subcommittees dominated policy making within the ruling party: “Since the LDP controlled the government for a long time after the war, an approval at the subcommittee level was virtually the same to the bureaucrats as a de facto approval in the Diet.”105 The typical bottom-up, decentralized policy process was established within the LDP as well, making LDP zoku members powerful veto players.

Once the subcommittee approved a policy, it was brought to the deliberation council of the PARC, and finally to the LDP General Council, where the decision had to be unanimous. Under a coalition government, agreement from the coalition partners is necessary. But when the LDP was stable and in charge, Ishihara testifies, “We only needed to seek approval from the powerful figures within the subcommittees and the party. The deliberation at the Diet was close to a ceremony.”106

Each LDP Diet member in both houses was assigned to up to four PARC subcommittees. LDP Diet members were appointed to one or two committees in their house, and they were automatically assigned to the corresponding PARC subcommittees. In addition, they were allowed to belong to two more subcommittees.107

The three most popular subcommittees were Construction, Agriculture and Forestry, and Commerce and Industry, to which nearly half of the LDP Diet members belonged.108 The first two subcommittees were involved with the most political pork in the form of public works and subsidies that LDP Diet members, especially in rural districts, could offer to their constituencies. The affiliation with the Commerce and Industry helped Diet members build connections with the business world, which would provide funds to them and their factions. In contrast, the subcommittees that did not offer the pork or ties to industries were unpopular.109

The multimember-district system allowed LDP Diet members to be policy specialists. With multiple representatives from the same electoral district, there was often a division of labor among LDP members. Masahiko Tatebayashi conducted an extensive data analysis on policy specialization of LDP members in the same district, finding two patterns of vote-dividing strategies: one based on geography and the other on policy specialization. In districts without geographic divisions, LDP members were likely to have different policy specializations with their membership in different PARC subcommittees.110

The division of labor based on policy specialization also existed within the LDP factions. Kakuei Tanaka, for example, once referred to his own faction as a “general hospital” because there were many experts and fixers in many specific policy areas within the faction who would be able to help their fellow faction members with constituency demands and requests. The Tanaka faction boasted that it had a total of 150 zoku members who formed a network of policy expertise to cover almost all policy issues.111 Policy expertise enabled the LDP Diet members to provide constituency services and to establish ties with industry for political funds.

Money Politics

The longtime one-party dominance by the LDP changed the essence of Japan’s elections. Elections are supposed to be the means by which a political party gains power in the government to achieve its policy goals. Under the LDP’s long reign, however, the reelection and the expansion of its members became the party’s goal. Faction leaders competed to recruit candidates who would join their faction and then supported their election campaign. With assistance from their factions, individual members organized their kōenkai as the LDP headquarters did not provide extensive campaign support to individual candidates.

LDP factions and kōenkai were developed as informal political institutions under the multimember-district system. As all LDP candidates ran election campaigns with the same party platform, the lower house election became more candidate oriented than policy or party oriented. To compete with each other for votes from a similar political base, LDP candidates focused on constituency services, including providing pork and promoting kōenkai activities. Such activities became a major part of LDP Diet members’ political schedules.

Factions and kōenkai were very costly to maintain for individual LDP members and faction leaders. Many LDP members saw these as the source of money politics and corruption and tried to reform these informal institutions in the 1970s. As described earlier, Miki’s effort to integrate kōenkai into the party organization failed. Similarly, though factions were once formally dissolved, they came back shortly thereafter. Although they were costly institutions, they became the hallmark of LDP politics that many LDP members needed to maintain in order to maximize their chance of reelection and eventually play leadership roles.

A veteran journalist vividly describes how a faction leader raised funds for a new faction member. Shin Kanemaru was the powerful leader of the large Takeshita faction and was often referred to as a big boss among the construction zoku. When the faction recruited a new candidate for a Diet seat, Kanemaru requested that an industry organization make contributions to the candidate. The organization then asked its member corporations to provide funds. These corporations did not offer money without any return. Kanemaru successfully lobbied the government for a budget for these industries and corporations to get government work. The larger the faction, the more influential it was in the budget-making process and the more effective its leader could be in raising funds for new members. This was how the Takeshita faction expanded.112

As LDP factions and kōenkai became more and more institutionalized, the cost for political activities constantly increased in the 1970s and 1980s. According to the political fund reports published by the Ministry of Home Affairs after the 1975 Political Fund Control Law was enacted, the total political funds reported to the ministry amounted to 110 billion yen in 1976. This amount nearly tripled by 1988 to 307 billion yen. Of this total, 172 billion yen was raised for national-level politics, factions, and individual Diet members. This amount did not include secret political funds, bribes, and profits from stock trading, which were not reported to the government. Some people suspected that by the end of the 1980s the real size of Japan’s political funds was nearly a trillion yen.113

Among the political funds, the fastest growing were those raised by factions. In 1976 the political revenue of factions and individual Diet members was 25.5 billion yen, compared with 43 billion yen for political parties and related organizations. This amount more than tripled in 1988 to 88.2 billion yen, surpassing the amount raised by political parties. Factions became major fund-raising bodies and fund distributors.

Money politics became the focus of criticism in the late 1980s. Ten LDP first-term Diet members who shared a common interest in political reform formed the Utopia Political Study Group. They had fifty-nine study meetings with guest speakers from academia, the media, and the political world. This group attracted significant media attention when its members disclosed their revenue and expenditures regarding political funds. The average revenue of the ten members was 126.5 million yen. They raised nearly 60 percent of their income from political contributions and fund-raising parties. The average expenditure was 116.4 million yen. More than 60 percent of the spending was to maintain their offices (personnel, office, and transportation/communications). In addition, they spent an average of 17 million yen on funerals and weddings, and 19 million yen on other kōenkai activities. This report revealed that even many first-term Diet members spent more than a million dollars a year to finance their political activities.
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FIGURE 1.1. Political Funds Revenue, 1976–88

Source: Ministry of Home Affairs, Political Fund Control Law, Political Fund Reports.
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FIGURE 1.2. Revenues of Political Parties and Factions, 1976–88

Source: Ministry of Home Affairs, Political Fund Control Law, Political Fund Reports.

[image: image]

FIGURE 1.3. Average Revenues and Expenditures of Ten LDP Diet Members

Source: Utopia Political Study Group, March 3, 1989.

Regulations on corruption under the 1975 Political Fund Control Law were full of loopholes. A clear distinction was made between political parties and other political organizations. While political parties were required to report all expenditures and revenues, including contributions over 10,000 yen, other political organizations did not have to report contributions under a million yen. Although the law limited contributions from a single source to 1.5 million yen, it allowed politicians to evade maximum limits by setting up several separate funding organizations. The maximum limit encouraged politicians to throw many fund-raising receptions. Corporations bought hundreds of tickets (usually at 10,000–30,000 yen per ticket) to these parties, which allowed them to make unofficial contributions beyond the legal limits.114

Money politics is often viewed as associated with political corruption. In Japan’s postwar political history, there were major corruption scandals in each decade: the Shōwa Denkō scandal in the late 1940s, the shipbuilding scandal in the mid-1950s, the “black-mist” scandals in the 1960s, and the Lockheed scandal in the 1970s.115 The late 1980s saw the Recruit scandal, which resulted in a step toward political reform as well as other institutional reforms and will be discussed in the next chapter.
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IN JUNE 1988 the Asahi Shimbun carried a story about the corruption involving the vice mayor of Kawasaki City, who profited from dealing the unlisted stocks of Recruit Cosmos, a subsidiary of the Recruit Corporation, the prices of which were destined to inflate when the stocks were listed in the market. A couple of weeks later, the newspaper reported that former prime minister Yasuhiro Nakasone, LDP secretary general Shintarō Abe, Finance Minister Kiichi Miyazawa, and Prime Minister Noboru Takeshita had also received stock, either in their own name or in the name of their secretaries. Later it was found that the scandal involved about 160 of Japan’s political, business, media, and bureaucratic elites.

The Recruit scandal resulted in the indictment of twelve people and forced many recipients out of office. Two politicians were found guilty of receiving bribes, along with the former vice ministers of education and labor.1 The approval rating of the Takeshita cabinet sank to a humiliating historical low of 3.9 percent by mid-April 1989.2 On April 24 the prime minister announced his resignation. The following day Takeshita’s secretary, who was responsible for his political finances, committed suicide. Public anger and distrust of politics spurred political reform.

THE POLITICS OF ELECTORAL REFORM

Political Reform Efforts Under the Kaifu Cabinet

Political reform efforts started under the Takeshita cabinet, when the LDP established the Political Reform Committee in December 1988. It was led by former chief cabinet secretary Masaharu Gotōda. Gotōda had experience planning the single-member district (SMD) system in 1973 under the Tanaka administration and had expressed in his 1988 book that much of Japan’s political corruption was rooted in expensive political activities under the multimember-district system, and that an SMD system should be introduced to reduce political corruption.3 On May 23, 1989, the LDP approved a reform package presented by Gotōda’s committee. It included a requirement for all Diet members to disclose their financial assets and sources of income, restricted fund raising and expenditures on political activities, strengthened the Diet Ethics Committee to impose tougher punishments, banned political funds received from stock trading or speculation, and, most important, proposed a shift from multimember-to single-member electoral district system. The proposal also suggested that the LDP should consider adding a proportional representation element to reflect minority opinion.4 This was the first LDP official scheme to propose a mixture of SMDs and proportional representation districts.

Meanwhile, Takeshita was acting as a kingmaker on behalf of the largest LDP faction and was in search of his successor. He picked Sōsuke Uno, who did not receive a contribution from the Recruit Corporation and was considered to be Mr. Clean. But this turned out to be a disastrous choice for the LDP. Soon after Uno assumed office on June 3, a weekly magazine implicated him in a sex scandal. This “Mr. Clean” was not as decent as Takeshita had hoped, and the public was again disappointed.

The first test for Uno was the June 25 supplementary election for an upper house seat in the conservative prefecture of Niigata. The LDP candidate lost to the Socialist candidate by a significant margin of 80,000 votes. The following day, the Nihon Keizai Shimbun published its public opinion survey. Only 16 percent of respondents supported the Uno cabinet, while 52 percent expressed their disapproval. On the Recruit scandal, 85 percent felt that the issue was still not settled, but 74 percent had little or no hope for the Uno cabinet to carry out political reform.5 Obviously voters had strong distrust and very low expectations of the government.

In the July 23 upper house election, voters expressed their anger against the Recruit and Uno scandals in addition to the unpopular introduction of a 3 percent consumption tax by the Takeshita government. The LDP had a comfortable majority of 142 seats in the 252-seat house before the election. As only 36 of the 69 LDP members who faced reelection survived, the party’s share in the upper house shrank to 109 seats, compared with the opposition’s 143. Uno took political responsibility for the defeat and resigned as prime minister after sixty-nine days in the post.

Takeshita again had to search for a superclean party president and prime minister. His pick was Toshiki Kaifu, a political disciple of “Mr. Clean prime minister” Takeo Miki. When Kaifu took office on August 10, he set “political reform” and “election victory” as his mission.6 Ichirō Ozawa, a young leader of the Takeshita faction who was eager to introduce an SMD system, was posted into the powerful position of LDP secretary general. Ozawa told Kaifu, “For political reform, we need to form a special committee and seriously tackle this issue even if we have to forcefully push it through.”7 The public received the Kaifu cabinet with a moderate approval rating of 39 percent, which was slightly higher than its disapproval rating of 35 percent.8 This, however, was a significant improvement over the ratings of the Takeshita and Uno cabinets.

The first test for Kaifu and Ozawa was the October 1 supplementary upper house election for the conservative Ibaragi prefecture seat. LDP secretary general Ozawa led the election campaign, and Kaifu paid three campaign visits to Ibaragi, which was very unusual for a prime minister. With strong support from the party leadership, the LDP candidate defeated the Socialist candidate by a comfortable margin of 70,000 votes. Many LDP leaders saw that the peak of the public resentment against the party was over, and they began expressing their reservations regarding political reform.

On October 31 Kaifu was uncontestedly reelected to serve as LDP president for another two years. When Kaifu declared his candidacy, he set as his highest priority political reform. Masaharu Gotōda and Masayoshi Itō, two senior LDP members who were also proponents of reform, expressed their support.9 The LDP was split between proreform and antireform groups.

The opposition from the antireform LDP members was largely due to strong resistance from their own kōenkai. The shift from the relatively wider multimember districts to the geographically smaller districts under the SMD system would inevitably force drastic realignment of kōenkai. Individual LDP Diet members had developed their own kōenkai throughout their districts to maximize their reelection chances and had put a significant amount of energy and financial resources into this effort. Those investments could be significantly, if not entirely, lost because of a realignment of districts. Also, for the members of kōenkai, it was important to maintain their own existence. An electoral system change would eliminate a major portion of a kōenkai’s members after the new constituencies were given to its LDP Diet member. The bond between the Diet members and their kōenkai members could be seriously crippled, and the role of kōenkai could be significantly reduced.10 LDP Diet members and their kōenkai members began acting as intraparty veto players against the electoral reform.

In the February 1990 general election, the LDP ran its election campaign with political reform as the highest-priority issue and won 286 out of the 512 lower house seats. Confident after this electoral victory, Prime Minister Kaifu in his March 2 policy speech stated that he would promote political reform “with an indomitable resolve.”11 On April 26 the Electoral System Advisory Council announced its first proposal, which called for an electoral system in which three hundred members of the lower house would be elected in SMDs and two hundred would be elected in eleven regional proportional representation (PR) districts. Voters would have two votes to cast—one to write the candidate’s name in an SMD, and the other to write the choice of the party in their PR district. Dual candidacy would be allowed. A candidate in an SMD could also be included in the party’s PR list. This could create situations in which a defeated candidate in an SMD was elected through the party vote in a PR district. The proposal also called for public funding of the political parties to avoid corruption. Prime Minister Kaifu stated at a press conference on May 10 that he would “stake his cabinet’s fate” on carrying out this political reform plan.

The Gulf Crisis of August 1990 changed the political agenda of the Kaifu cabinet and delayed its political reform effort. To provide a personnel contribution to the multinational forces, Kaifu introduced legislation to dispatch the Self-Defense Force (SDF) to the Gulf area. But this bill was killed in the Diet session in November.12 Meanwhile, the LDP Headquarters for Political Reform recommended a minor reform to the council’s proposal, which would reduce the total seats of the lower house to 471 by cutting the number of PR seats to 171. Based on this recommendation, the LDP officially approved the political reform plan on December 25.

However, intraparty veto players then became active. Junichirō Koizumi, for example, officially established the Political Reform Union to promote political reform under the existing multimember-district system. As a member of the Mitsuzuka faction, Koizumi was frustrated by the political situation of the long dominance by the Takeshita faction, and he tried to remove Kaifu, who was personally selected by and under the strong influence of Takeshita. Koizumi formed an interfactional alliance with his personal friends Taku Yamasaki of the Watanabe faction and Kōichi Katō of the Miyazawa faction. (This group was later called the YKK group based on their last-name initials.) As the battles over political reform within the LDP heated up, Ozawa resigned as LDP secretary general on April 5, 1991, taking responsibility for the LDP loss in the Tokyo gubernatorial election. As Ozawa’s resignation changed the power balance over political reform within the LDP, Diet policy chairman Seiroku Kajiyama, another powerful member of the Takeshita faction, suggested postponing the submission of legislation to the Diet. Kajiyama himself was against the introduction of an SMD system.

The Kaifu government formulated three pieces of legislation: the revision of the Public Office Election Law to introduce the SMD system; the revision of the Political Fund Control Law to limit corporate funds; and the new Political Party Grant Law to provide government funds to political parties. However, because of the strong opposition of veto players within the LDP, party approval of these political reform proposals did not take place until June 29, after months of political maneuvering.

Soon after, the YKK group began asking LDP Diet members in their respective factions for signatures to petition for the reversal of the party’s decision. On July 9 the LDP General Council decided to maintain the party decision while allowing LDP members to express their opposition in the Diet deliberations. While the political reform bills were introduced in the Diet in early August, the veto players within the LDP and the opposition parties successfully delayed deliberation on these bills. Deliberation finally began on September 10 and was referred to the lower house Special Committee on Political Reform. Originally former LDP secretary general Ichirō Ozawa had volunteered to be the chairman, but his heart condition prevented him from taking the appointment.13 Ozawa’s replacement for the committee chairman, Hikosaburō Okonogi, himself had reservations about the political reform plan and was persuaded by Kajiyama to kill the legislation.14 After having only six meetings to consider the reform package, the chairman suddenly declared that the bill had been discarded in the Diet.

Kaifu was very upset to hear the news that Chairman Okonogi, with no prior consultation with party leadership, had terminated the bill on which Kaifu had staked his cabinet’s destiny. Kaifu met with LDP top executives and stated that he would act with “serious determination.”15 Kaifu’s statement was taken as his determination to dissolve the lower house. The YKK group, seeking to replace Kaifu with their own faction leader, publicly opposed the dissolution, thinking it might help Kaifu’s reelection as a party leader. As they formed an anti-Kaifu coalition of the three major factions to become powerful veto players, the Takeshita faction, which Kaifu had relied on for support, could no longer form a majority within the LDP. Shin Kanemaru, the leader of the Takeshita faction, decided to join the veto players and withdrew the faction’s support for Prime Minister Kaifu. Powerless, Kaifu had to give up dissolution. This action accelerated the anti-Kaifu campaign, which led to his resignation.16

The Miyazawa Cabinet and the Breakup of the LDP

To succeed Kaifu, the leaders of three major LDP factions—Kiichi Miyazawa, Michio Watanabe, and Hiroshi Mitsuzuka—declared their candidacy for LDP president. As all of them now competed to seek support from the Takeshita faction, the three-faction coalition, which the YKK group had formed to conduct the anti-Kaifu campaign, was dissolved. The Takeshita faction once again became the kingmaker. Shin Kanemaru, chairman of the Takeshita faction, asked his deputy Ichirō Ozawa to interview the three candidates. Ozawa invited them to his private office for interviews in order to make his final recommendation to the faction. The Takeshita faction’s pick was Miyazawa.

Immediately after the Miyazawa cabinet was formed on November 5, 1991, the new prime minister stated in a press conference that his cabinet would work on political reform based on the Kaifu government’s proposal. However, Miyazawa himself did not personally support the introduction of SMDs or the injection of government funds into the political party.17 He appointed Kanemaru to the LDP vice president post and Kajiyama as the LDP Diet policy chairman. These two LDP leaders were against the introduction of the SMD system. Among the cabinet members, Foreign Minister Michio Watanabe, MITI Minister Kōzō Watanabe, Home Affairs Minister Seijūrō Shiokawa, Chief Cabinet Secretary Kōichi Katō, and Director General of the Defense Agency Sōhei Miyashita used a television program to express their hesitation about introducing an SMD system. On the other hand, Finance Minister Tsutomu Hata and Health and Welfare Minister Norio Yamashita supported the drastic reform outlined by Kaifu’s proposal.18 The split among cabinet members reflected disagreements within the LDP.

Yet another bribery scandal involving a secretary general of Miyazawa’s own faction came up in December. On January 13, 1992, the former minister in charge of development of Hokkaido, Fumio Abe, was arrested for receiving a bribe from a steel-frame company, Kyōwa, in return for helping the company with its projects in Hokkaido. Facing public outrage over a new scandal involving his faction member, Prime Minister Miyazawa at the beginning of his January 24 policy speech apologized for Abe’s scandal and stated that he would do his best to carry out political reform.19

In the July 1992 upper house election, the LDP won 69 of the 127 seats contested. Although the LDP decreased its share by 6 seats and did not gain a majority of the house, it almost doubled the number of seats it had won in the previous upper house election of 1989. Thus this was considered a victory. Many in the LDP felt that this result meant that the public had forgiven the party for the Recruit and Kyōwa scandals, and that a drastic political reform was no longer necessary. LDP Diet policy chairman Kajiyama, in a meeting with the opposition party, presented a reform plan with a minor reapportionment of the lower house districts: an increase of nine seats in urban districts coupled with a decrease of ten seats in rural areas.

However, another scandal broke out, this one involving LDP vice president Kanemaru. On August 22 the Asahi Shimbun carried a story that Kanemaru had received an illegal political contribution of 500 million yen from Tokyo Sagawa Kyūbin, a large parcel-delivery company. Kanemaru acknowledged accepting the illegal funds and resigned as vice president, following the advice of his protégé Ichirō Ozawa, who persuaded him to admit receiving the funds since the prosecuting authority would not charge Kanemaru himself but his assistant who handled financial affairs.20 A month later, however, the Tokyo District Public Prosecutor’s office charged Kanemaru himself for violating the Political Fund Control Law, which prohibited receiving a contribution of more than 1.5 million yen from any one company. Kanemaru filed a statement admitting his guilt to the prosecutor’s office and paid a fine of 200,000 yen.21

The media and the public were upset by this deal, with Kanemaru only having to pay 200,000 yen for receiving 500 million yen. His political opponents, who had been frustrated by the control of the Takeshita faction, voiced their anger against Kanemaru and demanded his resignation as a Diet member. Even an incumbent cabinet member, Construction Minister Taku Yamasaki, publicly called for Kanemaru’s resignation. Finally, on October 14, Kanemaru resigned as lower house member as well as the leader of the Takeshita faction.

This triggered a fierce battle over his successor as faction leader. Ozawa formed a group with thirty-five lower house members (more than a majority of sixty-seven members) within the faction to support Finance Minister Tsutomu Hata for faction leader. He also requested several upper house members in the faction to stay neutral. Former prime minister Takeshita was astonished to see Ozawa’s action and persuaded the rest of his faction members to support his protégé, Keizō Obuchi, instead.22 On October 28 the Takeshita faction officially announced that Obuchi was the new faction leader. On the same day, Ozawa and Hata held a press conference to announce that they had formed a new political group, Reform Forum 21, with thirty-five lower house members and eight upper house members. They said that the purpose of the new group was to promote the introduction of an SMD system.23 With this move, the Takeshita faction broke apart into two groups: one led by Obuchi and one led by Hata.

On December 10 the LDP Headquarters on Political Reform submitted its proposal to Prime Minister Miyazawa. This proposal included provisions concerning political fund transparency and government funding of political parties, as well as the introduction of a pure SMD system without proportional representation districts. As a pure SMD system would not gain support from the opposition parties and would not pass in the upper house, where the LDP did not hold a majority, the decision in actuality was to abandon the electoral system reform.

The following day Prime Minister Miyazawa reshuffled the cabinet and the LDP leadership. To the powerful position of LDP secretary general he appointed Kajiyama of the Obuchi faction, who was the leading opponent of political reform. The Hata group members officially announced they would break off from the former Takeshita faction and demanded that Miyazawa propose a politically acceptable mixture of SMD and PR systems in order to realize the electoral system reform. Miyazawa, however, chose to proceed with the unrealistic LDP plan of a pure SMD system.

On March 6, 1993, Kanemaru and his secretary were suddenly arrested for income tax evasion. A search of Kanemaru’s house found about several billion yen worth of cash, bearer bonds, and gold bars. Ironically, further revelation of the scandal involving Ozawa’s former mentor strengthened public support for political reform and thus provided stronger backing for Ozawa’s call. Ozawa and Hata said publicly they would quit the party if Prime Minister Miyazawa did not see political reform through.

The break-off of the Hata faction was a serious threat since it meant that the LDP would lose a majority in the lower house. However, the antireformers in the LDP, led by Kajiyama, persuaded Miyazawa to stick with a pure SMD system even though it had no chance to pass in the Diet. Between April and May Kajiyama tried to sell a new political reform package with a pure SMD system for the lower house and a PR system in the upper house. The LDP conducted an opinion survey of its Diet members on political reform, which was released on June 2. Roughly one-third of LDP members supported Miyazawa’s pure SMD system to effectively kill the reform move. Another third preferred a small-scale compromise with the opposition party to bring about a mixture of SMD and PR systems. The last third demanded that political reform be achieved even if it meant further compromises.24 The LDP was totally split, and there was no consensus to be formed.

On June 13 Miyazawa asked Kajiyama to make concession to the proreformers. But the LDP secretary general told the prime minister that it was impossible to build a consensus over political reform. Two days later the LDP General Council decided to call for voting on the current LDP proposal with a pure SMD system, officially giving up the political reform plan.

On June 17 the opposition parties submitted a no-confidence resolution against the Miyazawa cabinet. Thirty-nine LDP lower house members (thirty-six from the Hata group and three others) joined them to pass the resolution, and eighteen other LDP members abstained. As a result, the resolution passed on June 18, forcing Prime Minister Miyazawa to call for a general election.

The Hosokawa Cabinet and Political Reform

On June 21 ten LDP lower house members broke off from the party to form a new party, Sakigake. The Hata group also followed them, breaking off from the LDP to establish another new party, the Renewal Party. In addition, another new conservative party, the Japan New Party (JNP), was formed, with no incumbent lower house members, under the leadership of the former governor of Kumamoto prefecture, Morihiro Hosokawa.

A general election was called. Issues for the July 18 election focused on the political reform pursued by the Hata group pursued. The reformist image won the Renewal Party fifty-five lower house seats, up from the original break-off membership of thirty-six. Sakigake and the JNP also did remarkably well, with Sakigake gaining thirteen seats and the JNP thirty-five seats. As these three new parties captured a significant number of lower house seats by attracting anti-LDP votes, the LDP did not achieve enough seats to form a majority. For the first time since its 1955 inception, the LDP was bounced out of power. The new conservative parties, with the help of long-established opposition parties, formed a non-LDP coalition government. This coalition of eight political groups,25 which together held 260 of the 511 lower house seats, chose Hosokawa as its leader. The leaders of the eight groups met on July 29 and announced their policy agreements, including the introduction of a new electoral system with a mixture of SMD and PR systems.26

On August 9 Prime Minister Hosokawa labeled his cabinet “the political reform administration,” and the following day at his first press conference he stated that he would take political responsibility if the cabinet could not pass the political reform bill by the end of the year.27 The public, who had been disappointed by the failure of LDP prime ministers Kaifu and Miyazawa to deliver political reform, strongly supported Hosokawa. He received an unprecedented 71 percent public support rating.28

On August 27 the Hosokawa government decided the outline of political reform, which included the new electoral system with 250 single-member districts and 250 seats in a nationwide PR district. To create an SMD system to correct malapportionment, the maximum disparity between the most overrepresented and most underrepresented districts had to be within the ratio of 1:2.

On September 21, in his policy speech in the Diet, Hosokawa following his predecessors’ example and declared political reform as his administration’s highest priority, reiterating his determination to see the reform through.29 Deliberation on the political reform bills began in the lower house’s Special Committee on Political Reform on October 14. By the time the committee finished public hearings on the bill, deliberations had reached a total of 117 hours, the second longest deliberation time under the current constitution.30 The coalition parties held a conference with the opposition LDP, who proposed a new electoral system with 300 SMDs and 200 seats in a PR district. The government coalition offered a concession with 274 SMDs with 226 seats in a PR district, but the conference did not reach an agreement, and the coalition parties decided to vote on the bills without the LDP’s endorsement.

On November 18 the political reform bills passed the lower house, even achieving supporting votes from thirteen LDP members. In addition, seven LDP members avoided voting. Five Socialist members voted against the bills. Violating party discipline by casting a vote different from the party line reflected the individual Diet members’ electoral conditions as well as the complicated power structure surrounding political reform in both the coalition parties and the LDP.

The stage for political reform now shifted to the upper house. The LDP upper house members demanded a concrete schedule for deliberation on a supplementary budget as a delaying tactic. As a result, deliberations on political reform did not start until November 26. This delay made it impossible for the Hosokawa government to enact the political reform bills by December 15, the original closing date of the current Diet session. On December 5 Hosokawa decided to extend the Diet session by forty-five days. The prime minister made up his mind to call for a general election if he could not pass the bill in the upper house by the end of January 1994.31

On January 21, 1994, the leftist faction of the Japan Socialist Party acted as veto players by voting to kill the political reform bills in the upper house. Negotiations in the joint committee between upper and lower house representatives subsequently broke up on January 27. This meant that Hosokawa had only two more days to achieve political reform in the 128th extraordinary session of the Diet.

Hosokawa publicly restated his willingness to step down from the prime minister’s post if political reform could not be realized under his leadership, and he called for a meeting with President Yōhei Kōno of the opposition LDP. Hosokawa asked Ichirō Ozawa, who was in charge of political affairs as a member of the Council of the Coalition Parties, to handle the situation. Ozawa saw Hosokawa’s determination and realized a threat to dissolve the lower house would make it possible to get some political concessions from the LDP.32 Behind the scenes, Ozawa had lobbied many LDP members for political reform. Some of them expressed their willingness to leave the LDP if their party blocked Hosokawa’s political reform package. Ozawa then called on LDP Secretary General Yoshirō Mori to set up the Hosokawa-Kōno meeting. Fearing the possible breakup of the LDP, Mori agreed.33 In the negotiations with Kōno, Hosokawa accepted the LDP’s requests to change the number of electoral districts and to ease the reporting requirements for political finances.

With those compromises, an agreement was reached. Although many LDP members opposed the political reform measures on the table, they did not want to be blamed for blocking bills that were popular with the public. The compromise enabled the Hosokawa coalition government to pass the political reform bills in both the upper and lower houses by March 4, 1994.

The final political reform package ended up to be quite similar to the one the Kaifu government had proposed. The Public Office Election Law was revised so that the lower house electoral system would have 300 SMDs and 200 seats in eleven regional PR districts. Voters would have two votes to cast—one to write the candidate’s name in an SMD, and the other to write the choice of the party in their PR district. Dual candidacy would allow a candidate in an SMD to be included in the party’s PR list, making it possible for a defeated candidate in an SMD to be elected through the party vote in a PR district.

The 1994 revision of the Political Fund Control Law was designed to plug some of the loopholes of the 1975 law. Previously politicians had been allowed to set up several political organizations in order to evade the maximum donation limit from a single source. Now an individual politician was allowed to form only a single political funding body. Corporate contributions to an individual candidate were limited to 500,000 yen, while an individual could donate up to 1.5 million yen. All contributions of more than 50,000 yen had to be reported. In case of infringement of this provision, both the contributor and the receiver of funds were liable and could be punished, including suspension of civil rights, which would force a politician to stay out of public office. Under the old law, punishment was usually imposed on the politician’s assistant responsible for his finances. But the new law established the principle of complicity so that politicians themselves could be penalized for illegal funding activities conducted by their secretarial staff or family members.34

While the new Political Fund Control Law restricted financial activities of politicians, the Political Party Grant Law provided government funding to the political parties in order to avoid corruption. The total amount of government funding was calculated on the basis of 250 yen per capita annually, which amounted to 30.9 billion yen in 1994. This money was distributed to political parties that had five or more Diet members or that received more than 2 percent of eligible votes in the most recent upper or lower house election. The amount of money each political party received depended on the number of Diet members in the party as well as the share of votes they received in the most recent national election.35

In April 1994 the government formed a consultative council to draw the constituency boundaries for the 300 SMDs. When the council was ready with its proposal, it was under the government led by Socialist leader Tomiichi Murayama in August 1994. The Murayama government swiftly moved on the SMD proposal and enacted it as a revision of the Public Office Election Law three months later. This finalized political reform efforts that had lasted for six long years. The politically difficult reform was achieved with public support, which was maintained at a high level owing to a series of political corruption scandals.

POLITICS OF ADMINISTRATIVE REFORM

The LDP Returns to Power

As soon as Hosokawa completed these reforms, he took on the issue of raising the consumption tax from 3 to 7 percent.36 The prime minister, who had used public support to achieve his political reforms, did not make much effort to persuade the public on this tax issue. At the press conference Hosokawa was asked how the government came up with the 7 percent figure. He answered that it was “a ball-park figure.” Obviously he was not deeply involved in the policy-making process.

Hosokawa no longer was seen as a leader who enthusiastically communicated national goals to the public. The public was disappointed to see him acting like a puppet leader who was controlled by the Ministry of Finance (MOF).37 With public resentment apparent, Hosokawa was forced into a retreat on the tax plan the very next day. Public support for Hosokawa further eroded in the aftermath of this event, and the prime minister suddenly announced his resignation in April 1994 amid allegations of personal financial impropriety.

When Hosokawa left office, Tsutomu Hata of the Renewal Party took over. The Hata cabinet faced political difficulty from the beginning. On the same day that Hata was elected prime minister, four of the eight coalition parties, excluding the JSP, formed a new political group within the Diet. As the largest group among the coalition parties, the new group would gain political advantages, including the acquisition of the chairmanships of Diet committees that would have gone to the Socialist Party. Upset by this treatment, the Socialist Party broke away from the coalition, leaving the new government in a vulnerable minority status. The Hata cabinet was doomed from the beginning and lasted only two months, without achieving any political results except passage of the 1994 budget.

Prime Minister Hata failed to persuade the Socialist Party to return to the coalition. Instead, the minority coalition supported as the next premier candidate former prime minister Kaifu, who had defected from the LDP with thirty-four other members. Meanwhile, suffering from its opposition party status, the LDP contacted the Socialist leader, Tomiichi Murayama, regarding the possibility of a cooperative relationship between the LDP and the Socialist Party.38 In the following election in the lower house, an unexpected new three-party coalition was formed by the LDP, the Socialist Party, and Sakigake to elect Murayama as the national leader.

The new coalition was quickly criticized by the media as a marriage of convenience. Many Japanese doubted whether Japan’s new leader would be able to depart from the traditional Socialist stance against the will of many other Socialist members to support the U.S.-Japan security alliance and Japan’s Self-Defense Forces. Murayama’s determination to support the alliance and the SDF was firm, however. In July 1994 the Socialist prime minister, breaking from the past, officially declared in the Diet that the Self-Defense Forces were constitutional, a stance much to the contrary of the traditional party line. Two months later the Socialist Party approved Murayama’s position, abandoning its traditional goal of unarmed neutrality. This historical policy shift of the Socialist Party in effect put an end to the 1955 system, the political framework under which the LDP and the Socialists, as the government and the main opposition party, remained ideologically split over the constitutionality of the SDF.39

As the biggest policy gap between the Socialist Party and the LDP was thus filled, Murayama introduced a new process to deal with policy differences within the coalition. He formed eighteen different issue-specific project teams for major policy issues where the three government parties could exchange their views and find agreeable solutions. Murayama remarked in an interview, “Clearly, policy differences existed among the three parties. In many cases, we could not reach an agreement. But through serious discussions, I believe, we developed mutual understanding and trust.”40

When the special interests of the three parties agreed on the direction the policy would go, they constituted an even more powerful lobbying body than the LDP zoku did under the system of single-party dominance. Under the LDP government between the 1960s and the 1980s, for example, agricultural zoku members always sought a realistic compromise while calling for a higher rice price to protect farmers. On the other hand, when the coalition government was planning to reduce the rice price for FY1994, the agricultural interests of the Socialist Party took advantage of being a government party to secure electoral bases in rural areas. They insisted on a higher price more stubbornly than their peers in the LDP did. As a result, while the rice price was kept at the same level as the previous year, the agricultural subsidy for rice farmers was nearly doubled in July 1994. The media criticized the revival of LDP zoku and the emergence of the Socialist zoku.

To deal with such criticisms, the policy committee chairmen of the three coalition parties announced their policy on September 7. To curb zoku activities, the government parties would increase the transparency of the policy process and strengthen anticorruption measures. But this policy had little actual impact on the decision-making process. Agricultural zoku members of the three parties pressured the Murayama cabinet to increase the government subsidy to compensate farmers for the opening of Japan’s rice market. The Ministry of Finance proposed a total amount of 3.5 trillion yen, but zoku members were not satisfied with this figure and threatened to kill the World Trade Organization–related bills that would enable the opening of the rice market unless the number was drastically increased.41 The Murayama government had to nearly double the amount of agricultural compensation to a total of 6.1 trillion yen. This victory by zoku marked their resurgence as powerful veto players under the coalition government.

On the other hand, crisis management, which requires top-down leadership for timely actions, revealed the limitations of the inexperienced prime minister when he faced the Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake. At 5:46 a.m. on January 17, 1995, an earthquake measuring 7.2 on the Richter scale struck Hyogo prefecture in the Hanshin region. Prime Minister Murayama first learned about the earthquake on the NHK news at 6 a.m. but did not take any action. His secretary from the Police Agency, who covered natural disasters, was in Kyushu because of his father’s death. The secretary found out about the quake, contacted several agencies to collect information, and then telephoned the prime minister around 7:30 a.m., but with no more information than the television news had delivered.42 This was the first official contact with Murayama that morning.

Thirty minutes later Murayama went to his office. No emergency meeting was called. Several cabinet members held a meeting on the monthly economic report as scheduled. At 10:04 the regular cabinet meeting was opened, but the most important agenda item was how to deal with former Socialist leader Sadao Yamahana’s move to form a new party. Only after this discussion did the cabinet decide to form a headquarters for emergency disaster relief, instructing its head Kiyoshi Ozawa to visit the Hanshin area. Still, the top government officials did not realize how serious the earthquake situation was.43

All morning Murayama went through his scheduled meetings. At noon he had a meeting with the leaders of the coalition parties, during which Chief Cabinet Secretary Kōzō Igarashi slipped him a memo informing him that 203 people had been killed. Murayama was taken aback. Finally, at 3 p.m., six hours after the earthquake, Murayama held a press conference and told reporters that the government would take all possible measures to support the victims. Three hours later the top government officials learned that more than 1,000 people had been killed in the earthquake. By the end of the day, 2,300 SDF troops were dispatched to conduct rescue activities.44

At 10 o’clock the following morning, the cabinet decided to send 13,000 SDF troops to conduct rescue operations. But these troops could not reach the damaged region in a timely manner because of a traffic jam. In the end the death toll reached 6,434 people. The media criticized the lack of an immediate response by the Murayama cabinet. Murayama himself admitted his unpreparedness in a Diet session: “It was my first experience, and it happened early in the morning. Therefore, there was much confusion.”45 This statement only brought further criticism.

According to a public opinion poll taken by the Asahi Shimbun, 53 percent of respondents were critical of the government’s actions in dealing with the earthquake. Among these, 41 percent pointed out the problem with the rescue system, 29 percent criticized the judgments immediately after the earthquake, and 19 percent accused the prime minister of lacking leadership.46

Two months after the earthquake, the Tokyo subway system was attacked by terrorists from the Aum Shinrikyō, a new religious cult headed by Shōkō Asahara. They released sarin gas into the subway, killing thirteen and injuring more than six thousand innocent people. As the government had been strongly suspicious that the cult was producing sarin gas even before the attack, the opposition parties criticized Murayama for not having taken any action to prevent the incident.47

The media also criticized Prime Minister Murayama for his incapability of dealing with the crises. Ten years later Murayama made a very honest statement in a press interview: “When I became the prime minister, nobody mentioned crisis management. I never even thought about it.”48 Strengthening the functioning of the cabinet, especially for crisis management, became an important topic of interest in the political community thereafter.

Hashimoto and the Jūsen Problem

By January 1996 Murayama resigned, and LDP president Ryūtarō Hashimoto was endorsed by the same coalition to succeed him. Hashimoto promised that he would maintain the decision-making system that comprised project teams and committees for policy discussion among the three coalition parties.

The new Hashimoto government had the immediate task of resolving the jūsen problem, which involved seven housing loan companies with bad loans. The Ministry of Finance calculated the total amount of outstanding loans by the seven companies at 13.2 trillion yen and identified about half the loans as the initial loss. To liquidate these bad loans, creditors had to bear the cost.

The MOF drew up its jūsen liquidation scheme. In accordance with this scheme, the so-called parent banks, the jūsen founding financial institutions, which included city banks, regional banks, life insurers, trust banks, and security firms, agreed to give up their rights to all 3.5 trillion yen worth of loans to the jūsen. Other banks promised to do likewise, giving up 1.7 trillion yen worth of loans of the remaining 4.2 trillion yen. The proposal also requested the agricultural financial institutions, which had invested 5.6 trillion yen in the housing loan companies, to bear 1.2 trillion yen of loss. This scheme was generous to the agricultural institutions, reflecting their strong political influence. They were asked to cover about 20 percent of their investments, while the parent banks gave up 100 percent and the other banks 40 percent.

The agricultural institutions, however, rejected the MOF’s request, stating that they were not able to pay that much. They lobbied the zoku politicians of the LDP and successfully bargained down their payment to less than half the original request, or 530 billion yen. Agricultural experts in the Socialist Party (by this time, the party had officially changed its name to the Social Democratic Party, or SDP, but it will be referred to as the Socialist Party for the rest of the book) also supported the lessening of the burden of the agricultural institutions. With the small amount from the agricultural institutions, the Japanese government rewrote the bailout plan to use 685 billion yen of public funds from the 1996 fiscal budget. This marked another victory for LDP zoku members as veto players.

The jūsen crisis, however, sparked heated debates about the need to reform the MOF and divide its functions among independent agencies. Critics argued that the MOF’s authority was too strong, and that its use of fiscal authority for the financial market distorted government policy, creating problems such as the jūsen crisis.

There was strong public sentiment about the MOF’s jūsen liquidation scheme, which would require the use of taxpayer money. The public protested, fueled by the Diet’s release of documents that contained the names of the top one hundred borrowers of housing loans, against the MOF’s opposition. The information revealed that corporate borrowers were responsible for more than 95 percent of the nonperforming loans, and that many of the borrowers had loans with more than one housing loan company. The MOF had been aware of these practices and the size of the bad loans but had done nothing to correct the problems.

By this time Ichirō Ozawa had formed a new conservative party, the New Frontier Party (NFP), with 187 Diet members who were the members of the former non-LDP coalition parties. The NFP adamantly criticized the use of public funds to bail out the jūsen. Its members began a sit-in, blocking entry to the Budget Committee room to protest the ruling coalition’s budget proposal that contained such a bailout plan. The Economic Planning Agency expressed concerns that a delay in approval of the budget could slow down Japan’s economic recovery. Although the public as a whole was critical of the government plan, more and more people expressed their concern for Japan’s economy as the sit-in extended into its third week. According to a poll conducted at the time, more than 70 percent of respondents wanted the politicians to pay more attention to prosperity and economic issues.49 The sit-in ended with a compromise agreement between the ruling coalition and the NFP, which ensured time for sufficient debate over the budget bills in the Diet. The Hashimoto government managed to resolve the politically difficult jūsen problem, but the public continued to expect the prime minister to reform the bureaucracy.

Underlining the need for bureaucratic reform was the filing of a lawsuit over the transfusion of HIV-tainted blood. The Ministry of Health and Welfare was blamed for failing to take appropriate measures when an American authority issued a worldwide alert that all blood should be heated before infusion, to kill HIV. The ministry did not take the advice, and nonheated blood was kept in general use for transfusion, resulting in a number of HIV infectors. In February 1996 Minister of Health and Welfare Naoto Kan made an official apology, and the following month the victims and the government settled out of court. But public distrust of the national bureaucracy was stronger than ever under the Hashimoto government.

Lack of political leadership also became a focal issue for Japanese politics. Crisis management in particular arose as an immediate issue after the disastrous experience of the Hanshin earthquake and Aum Shinrikyō sarin gas attacks in 1995 under the Murayama government. The government had received heavy criticism over the lack of timely, decisive, and appropriate actions. Strengthening the cabinet thus became a major issue in the administrative reform effort.

In the summer of 1996, entering the final year of the lower house’s four-year term, election pressure grew among Diet members. Observing the rising popularity of his cabinet in September, Hashimoto dissolved the lower house to call the first election under the new electoral law, which had introduced single-member districts.50 During the campaign virtually all political parties, including the LDP, pledged to carry out administrative reform, reflecting public distrust of government agencies. While Hashimoto’s rival, Ichirō Ozawa of the NFP, proposed the reduction of government agencies from the current twenty-three to fifteen during the campaign, the prime minister pledged that his government would cut the number in half. In the October 20 general election, the LDP gained 239 seats, up from 211, in the 500-seat lower house. The result, generally seen as a victory, strengthened Hashimoto’s power base in his party. The LDP, however, still came up short and was unable to form a majority in the lower house.

Hashimoto approached the two other government parties to maintain the same coalition. However, the election results for these two parties were a disaster—the Socialist Party decreased to fifteen seats from a preelection total of thirty, and Sakigake won only two seats, losing seven. Their participation in the coalition government with the LDP might have been the reason liberal voters withdrew their support. The two parties decided to stay out of the cabinet to maintain their independence while agreeing to support the LDP government to form a majority in the lower house. Thus Hashimoto had to pursue administrative reform with a minority-led cabinet surrounded by very powerful, partisan veto players.

Hashimoto Starts Administrative Reform

One month after the October 1996 general election, Prime Minister Hashimoto inaugurated the Administrative Reform Council without any legislation, as he felt the immediate need to get going on administrative reform efforts. Even the ruling LDP did not officially approve of the establishment and membership of the council, which left room for the ruling party members to freely attack its recommendations. To suppress potential veto players, Hashimoto appointed himself council chairman, thus forcing his government to act on its recommendations.

In addition to Hashimoto, there were two representatives of the political community.51 Among the twelve other members were three business leaders who had headed the existing government advisory councils on administrative reform-related matters.52 Other members included six scholars, two media representatives, and one labor leader.53 It is important to note that Hashimoto chose no bureaucratic representative for the council to discuss administrative reform, to avoid any influence of institutional veto players.

On November 28, 1996, Prime Minister Hashimoto called the first meeting of the council. He asked the members for recommendations on three issues: what functions the state should fulfill in the twenty-first century; how the government should be restructured to perform these functions better; and how best to strengthen the cabinet’s functions. The following day he stated in his policy speech before the Diet, “Although resistance and difficulties are inevitable, I am fully committed to the cause of administrative reform.” The public saw Hashimoto’s determination, and his popularity rate in a Kyodo News poll rose to 58.3 percent, up from 43.4 percent at the beginning of his term.54

Between January and March 1997, with public attention focused on it, the council held a series of hearings with scholars and experts to exchange views on administrative reform.55 In the early stage of the reform efforts, crisis management was an immediate issue. In addition to the disastrous experience of the 1995 Hanshin earthquake and the Aum Shinrikyō sarin attack, the ongoing hostage crisis in Peru, which began in December 1996, and the oil spill disaster in the Sea of Japan in January 1997 made better crisis management a priority. The council decided to separate this from other issues and to draft proposals by May 1997 that would provide the prime minister greater control over government ministries in emergency cases. According to the government interpretation of the Cabinet Law at the time, the prime minister could never instruct ministries without the unanimous consent of the entire cabinet. On May 1 the council announced recommendations for setting a package of cabinet decisions that would allow the prime minister to directly instruct ministries in times of crisis and for establishing a new cabinet position of deputy chief cabinet secretary for crisis management. Although the new director would interfere with the jurisdiction of existing agencies such as the Defense Agency, no strong opposition from the bureaucracy was observed. (The new position was created in April 1998.)

The council secretariat provided information materials that were used as a basis for debate and summary of previous arguments in the council. The bureaucratic executives of the secretariat sneakily changed wording in the information materials. For example, there was an argument for the establishment of “the Economic Advisory Council” that would give the prime minister strong leadership power in outlining the national budget. Although this proposal appeared in the first version of the information materials on “Reinforcing Cabinet Functions,” it was removed from the third version.56 Obviously this change reflected the intention of the MOF officials, who did not want their budget-making power weakened and thus acted as veto players within the government.

The MOF had been the center of public criticism against the national bureaucracy. On June 16, 1997, one year after the political turmoil over the jūsen scandal, the Diet enacted legislation to establish the new Financial Supervisory Agency. As a result, the inspecting and supervising authority over financial institutions would be removed from the MOF. MOF officials managed to maintain influence over the financial industry, however, by keeping the planning function of financial policy. The proud officials of the MOF could not endure any further erosion of their power and desperately sought influence over administrative reform planning.

Another example of veto players’ action was in the establishment of the powerful Cabinet Office, which would be in charge of coordinating different interests among ministries on behalf of the prime minister. It was not desirable for many ministries to have such a powerful new office directly under the prime minister. The bureaucratic officials in the secretariat listed an alternative plan, which would combine the Prime Minister’s Office (sōrifu) and the Management and Coordination Agency without giving it coordinating power. According to this plan, the new office would have an equal status with other ministries. In an attempt to manipulate the direction of deliberations, the secretariat leaked the plan to some of the media as the council’s “original plan.”57

Between July and August most of the substantial discussions of administrative reform were moved to two subcommittees. While the Subcommittee on Plans and Institutions mainly dealt with plans to reinforce cabinet functions, the Subcommittee on Organizational Issues dealt with reorganization of the national bureaucracy. Hashimoto asked these subcommittees to prepare the original draft for the interim report.58 As a result, the Economic Advisory Council and the Cabinet Office were back in the proposal for the interim report. The public saw Hashimoto as exhibiting strong leadership in his administrative reform efforts against veto players and rewarded him with a popularity rating as high as 59.2 percent.59

Battles over Administrative Reform

On September 3, 1997, after a four-day series of intense meetings, the council presented an interim report that included rather drastic plans to streamline the bureaucracy.60 The plan called for reinforcing the cabinet, privatizing postal saving and insurance services, dividing the politically powerful Ministry of Construction (MOC), and decreasing the number of government agencies from twenty-three to thirteen, including a newly created, powerful support organ for the prime minister, the Cabinet Office.

The limited influence of veto players on the council made it possible for its members to come up with ambitious plans. At the same time, this was a weakness. With the council’s relative independence, the plans did not go through any policy approval process of the three ruling parties—the LDP, the Socialist Party, and Sakigake.61 Therefore Hashimoto, when presenting the council’s interim report to representatives of the coalition parties, had to bow and ask them to “respect the proposal to the furthest extent possible,” leaving the plan in a vulnerable position.

Media and political attention focused mainly on the reorganization of government ministries and not much on reinforcing the cabinet and other proposals. The reduction of the number of agencies would clearly create winners and losers among government agencies. Potential losers became veto players, attacking Hashimoto’s plan.

The LDP’s zoku members argued that there was no need to respect the recommendations of the council because it did not have legislative approval. LDP members who were seeking to maintain voter support in the postal industry, for example, adamantly opposed the idea of privatizing the postal saving and life insurance services. Special post offices, which made up 80 percent of Japan’s 24,600 postal outlets, served as a solid support base for many LDP members in election times. Hashimoto’s privatization plan and the absorption of the telecommunication function into the proposed Industry Ministry would effectively dissolve the Ministry of Post and Telecommunications (MPT), an unpopular move among those who naturally wanted to protect their positions. On September 5 LDP Telecommunications Subcommittee chairman Keiji Furuya met with LDP secretary general Kōichi Katō and PARC chairman Taku Yamasaki and told them that he would oppose the postal service privatization scheme. Yamasaki publicly stated that the LDP would begin talks with the two other coalition parties on postal services and start from scratch.

The mass media criticized such veto players and supported the council’s plan to privatize postal saving and insurance services. These services provided a large financial resource for quasi-governmental organizations that many economists had blamed for inefficient investments. The postal saving service attracted as much as 35 percent of the nation’s individual savings by offering a higher interest rate, made possible by the injection of tax money.62 Many economists argued that this created a major distortion in Japan’s financial market.

Most members of the public, however, did not feel this was a problem and were satisfied with postal saving services. According to an Asahi Shimbun survey, 54 percent of those polled said they were against the privatization of these services.63 The poll showed that people who lived in less populated areas with no commercial banks desperately needed the services, and that those who lived in urban areas were not particularly dissatisfied with them. This was completely different from the national railway reform situation in the 1980s, in which the dissatisfied, angry customers formed a strong political support base for privatization. The public supported the veto players on the postal saving services issue.

The council, already weak without legal backing, met with trouble when Hashimoto’s popularity declined over the appointment of Kōkō Satō, who had a criminal record following the Lockheed scandal, as a cabinet minister. According to a Kyodo News poll, 74 percent of respondents said that they were against Satō’s appointment. Subsequently Hashimoto’s popularity rating dropped dramatically, from 60 percent to 28 percent.64 After a week of political turmoil, Satō “voluntarily” resigned. At a press conference Hashimoto bowed deeply and expressed his apologies to the public, saying he “had not considered public opinion enough.”

As Hashimoto’s popularity eroded, the LDP’s zoku members took the opportunity to attack the prime minister’s administrative reform. In addition to the postal zoku members, other zoku members also joined the movement against Hashimoto’s reform plan. The powerful construction zoku members, for example, publicly opposed the plan to divide the function of the Ministry of Construction into two newly created ministries. Against their campaign pledges for administrative reform, LDP veto players swarmed to attack Hashimoto’s reform plan in order to protect their special interests, an old habit the ruling party had developed under the one-party dominance system.

After the interim report was announced, political-level committees on administrative reform were held among the three coalition parties and within the LDP. Virtually all the government agencies asked for help from their patron LDP members to acquire a better deal in the reform scheme. The opinions of these committees were reported at the council meetings. Besides such political pressure, many interest groups lobbied the members of the council hard. Workers at local post offices and construction companies were organized and requested to write letters to the members. Bureaucratic officials stepped on each other’s toes as they struggled to secure appointments with council members to explain their standpoints.65 As the council members began considering their opinions, Hashimoto’s administrative efforts were no longer independent of political and bureaucratic veto players.

Over controversial issues, such as the privatization of postal saving and life insurance services and the division of the MOF and the MOC, there were widening gaps in the opinions of council members. At the September 17 meeting, for example, five different members stated their opposition to the privatization plan, and three members questioned the division of the MOC. As one council member described it, “That was the birth of ‘zoku iin’ [zoku council members].”66 Hashimoto now had to face veto players within the council as well. On September 27 the LDP Headquarters on Administrative Reform presented its proposal to reform the postal service, instead of the privatization plan in the interim report.67 As political pressure mounted, a major reworking of the interim report seemed more and more inevitable.

As Hashimoto’s public support eroded, lobbying activities of interest groups and their patron LDP zoku members were so widely reported in the media that nearly 80 percent of voters in a poll found that lobbying by zoku members was problematic.68 At the council meetings members found Prime Minister Hashimoto under strong political pressure and avoiding a decisive statement on controversial issues.69 Hashimoto no longer exhibited strong determination for drastic reform.

Because the LDP, the Socialist Party, and Sakigake representatives were determined to refuse any privatization plan, Hashimoto proposed compromises. The services would remain government run, but they would be separate from the ministry and conducted under a new government corporation in five years. The coalition parties hesitated to accept Hashimoto’s proposal because the government corporation plan might be a step toward privatization. To acquire an agreement with the coalition parties, Hashimoto promised that the government would not privatize the postal services. In return, the coalition parties also agreed to allow private companies to enter the postal service, and none of the three postal services would receive subsidies.

As the most controversial issue of Hashimoto’s administrative reform efforts was resolved, the council issued its final report. While Hashimoto managed to keep the framework of thirteen agencies and the plan to strengthen the cabinet’s function, he had to yield in several areas because of the pressure of veto players in the LDP and the two coalition parties. As described above, the privatization plan for the postal service was abandoned. The service would be continued as a governmental operation under the Postal Service Agency for five years and would later be run by a newly created, government-run corporation. All functions of the Ministry of Construction would be continued under a new Ministry of Land and Transportation.70 In the final report an agreement was not reached among the coalition parties on separation of the fiscal and financial functions of the MOF. Sakigake strongly pushed for a total separation, which the LDP was hesitant to support. But later a political compromise was reached. The MOF would keep its influence over financial policies by maintaining its authority over financial crises.

On June 9, 1998, the Hashimoto government successfully passed the legislation in the Diet. After the passage the prime minister formed the Headquarters of Central Government Reform to design the revisions of the existing laws. To oversee and check the proceeding of administrative reform, Hashimoto formed the Advisory Council, chaired by Keidanren chairman Takashi Imai.71 While new institutional settings were organized, Prime Minister Hashimoto could not continue his reform efforts. In the July 1998 upper house election, voters demonstrated their discontent with Hashimoto’s handling of economic policy and his lack of leadership. The LDP lost 17 seats, leaving it 23 seats short of a majority in the 252-seat chamber. This historic loss forced Prime Minister Hashimoto to resign in the midst of his administrative reform efforts. But the seventeen pieces of administrative reform legislation did pass in the Diet under the government led by Keizō Obuchi in July 1999, bringing drastic organizational change to the central government in January 2001.

Obuchi and the 1999 Diet/Government Reform

The newly elected premier, Obuchi, faced the difficult position of having to run the government with majority control of only the lower house.72 The Diet operations were more difficult than expected. In the fall session the LDP had to team up with different partners to pass important bills. To enact the Financial Renewal Bills, the government party had to cooperate with the opposition parties.

By this time the Democratic Party, established by former Sakigake members Yukio Hatoyama and Naoto Kan in 1996 with an aim of a more “citizencentered” society, had become the largest opposition party, with 140 Diet members (93 lower house, 47 upper house). As for the bills for an early reconstruction of the financial system, the LDP forwent teaming up with the Democrats. It sought cooperation with the Liberal Party, which was led by Ichirō Ozawa and had 54 members (42 lower house, 12 upper house) with ideologies of political conservatism and economic liberalism, to pursue a smaller government. To pass the budget bills, the LDP had to cut a deal with Kōmeitō by agreeing to issue consumption coupons to children under sixteen and selected older people. These tough Diet operations made Prime Minister Obuchi and his cabinet realize the need to form a coalition government to secure the passage of the bills to revise the U.S.-Japan security guidelines during the 1999 ordinary Diet session.

Obuchi’s choice for a coalition partner was Ozawa’s Liberal Party. It was surprising and realistic at the same time: surprising in consideration of the strong animosity against Ozawa among LDP members, and realistic if considering the Liberal Party’s policy line on strengthening U.S.-Japan security ties. The Liberal Party set immediate government and Diet reform as the conditions for its participation in the coalition. The reform was to include an immediate reduction in the number of cabinet ministers, gradual downsizing of civil servants by 25 percent over ten years, and an end to the government commissioner system, which allowed civil servants to answer questions at the Diet on behalf of cabinet ministers.

Before the coalition was officially formed, the LDP agreed to reduce the number of cabinet posts from twenty to eighteen and to form five project teams between the two parties: (1) abolition of the government commissioner system and introduction of senior vice ministers, (2) reduction of the number of Diet seats, (3) establishment of basic national security principles, (4) reorganization of the central government and downsizing of civil servants, and (5) economy and tax systems. The two parties agreed on the detailed scheme for the abolition of the government commissioner system and on the number of senior vice ministers to be introduced. These agreements were incorporated in the administrative reform bills that the Obuchi cabinet approved on April 27, 1999. The LDP and the Liberal Party also agreed to reduce by 50 the 200 proportional representation seats in the 500-member lower house. This agreement, however, later met political opposition and was not implemented in the 1999 Diet sessions. For policy discussions on items other than the five areas, the LDP and the Liberal Party agreed to hold regular monthly meetings between Obuchi and Ozawa.

While the LDP–Liberal Party coalition strengthened the Obuchi government, problems remained. Although the two-party coalition held a secure majority in the lower house, it was still ten seats short of a majority in the upper house. To secure a majority in the upper house, the Obuchi administration sought cooperation from the opposition Kōmeitō. The Kōmeitō at that time was seeking a new political stance by keeping its distance from the opposition Democratic Party. Cooperation with the LDP would make the party more politically influential in actual policy making. The Kōmeitō agreed to cooperate with the LDP-Liberal coalition government in Diet operations.

The 145th regular Diet session (January 19–August 13, 1999) was portrayed as the “LDP-LP-Kōmeitō session.” Kōmeitō’s cooperation was crucial for the passage of politically controversial bills such as the U.S.-Japan Defense Guidelines bills, the National Flag-Anthem bill, and the Anti–Organized Crime bills.73 In the Diet session, the Obuchi cabinet was able to pass 110 of the 124 government-sponsored bills under the three-party cooperative framework.74

At the end of the Diet session, Prime Minister Obuchi invited the Kōmeitō to officially form a coalition. The policy gap between the Kōmeitō and the Liberal Party, however, was substantial in the fields of welfare and national security. The Kōmeitō, with strong support from the women’s subgroup, was traditionally liberal, supported a larger government welfare program, and opposed an increase in the defense budget. On the other hand, the Liberal Party called for a larger role for Japan in international politics and less government involvement in welfare programs. The biggest gap between the two parties was on electoral reform. The reduction of 50 seats out of the 200 proportional representation lower house seats that the LDP agreed on with the Liberal Party was unacceptable for the Kōmeitō, for 29 of its 48 lower house members were elected in PR districts. To form the three-party coalition, the LDP had to renegotiate over electoral reform with the Liberal Party.

Meanwhile, Obuchi faced a presidential election in his own party. To retain the premiership, he had to be reelected as his own party’s leader. Two other candidates, former LDP secretary general Kōichi Katō and former chairman of the LDP’s Policy Affairs Research Council Taku Yamasaki, were both critical of forming a coalition with the Kōmeitō largely owing to its relationship with the religious group Sōkagakkai. In the September 20 election, however, Obuchi received 350 of the 514 total votes. Prime Minister Obuchi interpreted his reelection as party approval for the three-party coalition and further accelerated his efforts to conclude an agreement with the Liberal Party and the Kōmeitō.

On October 4 the three parties finally reached an agreement over electoral reform. They agreed to submit an electoral reform bill to reduce twenty of the proportional representation seats and postponed a decision over the remaining thirty seats. They also reached policy agreements, which included reforms in education, welfare, the tax system, and national security. On the following day Prime Minister Obuchi formed a new cabinet with one member each from the Liberal Party and the Kōmeitō.75 For policy coordination, the three-party Policy Council (Yotō Sekininsha Kaigi) was formed with three members from each party.76 Major policy issues were expected to be brought to this council for building consensus among the three parties. The three-party coalition totaled 356 lower house members (71.2 percent of the 500 seats) and 143 upper house members (56.7 percent). This overwhelming majority made the Obuchi administration’s Diet operation productive. During the 146th extraordinary session (October 29–December 15, 1999), the Obuchi cabinet managed to pass all seventy-four government-sponsored bills.

Downsizing the lower house remained a thorny issue among the three parties. While the electoral reform bill was submitted to the Diet as agreed, the LDP and the Kōmeitō refused to call a vote for the bill during the Diet session. Thus Liberal Party president Ozawa threatened to leave the coalition. The three parties finally reached a compromise that the bill would be called for at the beginning of the following Diet session. In accordance with this compromise, the three parties introduced the electoral reform bill in the 147th ordinary Diet session. The opposition parties, however, refused to attend the Diet session, arguing that the passage of such an important bill should not be determined by only the government parties. Without the presence of all opposition parties in the committee and floor meetings of both houses on February 2, 2000, the three ruling coalition parties passed the electoral reform bill to eliminate twenty proportional representation seats in the lower house.

Although the three coalition parties enacted the electoral reform, the political climate changed after the Osaka gubernatorial election, which was generally regarded as a litmus test for the coming general election. In the February 6 election, Fusae Ōta, a former senior official of the Ministry of International Trade and Industry who was supported by the three-party government coalition, defeated her two major rivals to become Japan’s first female governor. The election result was generally seen as approval for the Obuchi government.

At this point Obuchi no longer had a desperate need to maintain the coalition government with Ozawa’s Liberal Party, as the LDP and the Kōmeitō could form a majority in both houses. Ozawa requested Obuchi to form a new party as the two parties had competing candidates in nearly thirty electoral districts for the forthcoming general election. In seven districts the incumbents of the two parties would have to battle over one seat. On April 1 Ozawa met with Prime Minister Obuchi and threatened to leave the coalition unless a new party was formed. Obuchi told Ozawa he could not accept his demand.77 Once the breakup was decided, it became apparent that the Liberal Party was not a solid entity. More than half the Diet members saw a political advantage in staying in the coalition, as they could expect electoral cooperation with the Kōmeitō.78 Twenty-six Liberals broke off from Ozawa to form the new Conservative Party and remain a coalition partner with the LDP and the Kōmeitō. Ozawa’s party was left with only twenty-four Diet members and was out of the coalition.

Several hours after the three-party leaders’ meeting, tragedy struck Obuchi. The sixty-two-year-old prime minister suffered a stroke and was hospitalized in a coma. On April 5 the Obuchi cabinet resigned en masse in accordance with article 70 of the constitution, which stipulates the cabinet’s resignation “when the prime ministerial post is vacant.” When LDP secretary general Yoshirō Mori was elected the fifty-fifth prime minister in the Diet, the Obuchi administration officially ended its 616-day history. One month later, Obuchi passed away.

During the 1990s three major institutional changes were created for the purpose of political reform: the 1994 electoral system reform under the Hosokawa government; the 1999 Diet and government reform under the Obuchi cabinet; and Hashimoto’s administrative reform efforts, most of which became effective in January 2001. The next two chapters illustrate the impact of these changes on the political scene.
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	INSTITUTIONAL CHANGES AND KOIZUMI’S LEADERSHIP





FOLLOWING THE INSTITUTIONAL CHANGES in the electoral system, the Diet, and the government in the 1990s, Japanese politics observed significant structural modifications. These circumstances brought about the birth of the Junichirō Koizumi administration. Koizumi would have had little chance to become prime minister under the traditional LDP factional politics. By taking advantage of the changes introduced by Hashimoto’s administrative reform, he altered the Japanese government decision making.

During the five and a half years of his term, Koizumi successfully streamlined the public sector; privatized special public corporations, government financial institutions, and, most important, the postal services; and resolved the nonperforming loan problems. He also changed the fiscal policy-making system, which had been dominated by the powerful Ministry of Finance. In the area of foreign and national security policy, Koizumi also took advantage of the newly strengthened political institutions. After the 9–11 incident, he expressed full support for U.S. military action and said Japan would do everything possible within the framework of its constitution to help. Koizumi kept his promise by passing antiterrorism legislation in an unprecedentedly short period of time and dispatching Japan’s Self-Defense Forces overseas under wartime conditions for the first time in the country’s postwar history.

This chapter first explains how the new electoral system modified the power balance within the LDP to weaken factions and allow the choice of such an unorthodox leader. Then it explores how the institutional changes brought about by the administrative reform helped set the playing field for Koizumi against other veto players. To examine how Koizumi exercised top-down decision making, concrete examples are introduced in the areas of fiscal and foreign policy. Finally, the chapter discusses developments in the post-Koizumi era.

THE NEW ELECTORAL SYSTEM OPTS FOR KOIZUMI

The impact of the 1994 electoral system changes eventually brought the power shift from the LDP to the Democratic Party of Japan in September 2009.1 But it took five elections of the lower house, and the alterations at the beginning were subtle and slow (see the following chapter). One of the first impacts on the Japanese political scene was a significant shift in the power balance within the LDP, which indirectly weakened factional influence over the prime minister.

In the old system constituents generally brought their casework to more senior and politically powerful politicians in their district if there were two or more representatives of the government party. This reinforced the seniority hierarchy within the LDP. However, in the new era young LDP members in the single-seat electoral districts received virtually all the requests from their constituency and found themselves in a political position more equal to that of the party elders.

These young politicians became more vocal in criticizing the government and older LDP members. For example, LDP lower house member Tarō Kōno (age thirty-seven) openly criticized Secretary General Hiromu Nonaka for the LDP’s “defeat” in the 2000 general election and called for his resignation from the party’s number two position. “It would have been a politically suicidal action in old days,” Kōno told the author.2 Under the old electoral system, with multimember districts, such criticism was often stifled because the powerful factions could get rid of troublesome younger Diet members by supporting a rival candidate in the same district in the next election. The single-seat district system neatly eliminated this threat, as no LDP candidate was allowed to challenge an incumbent. As a direct result of the 1994 electoral reforms, empowered young LDP members from across the different factions, including Kōno, formed the Group to Build a Japan for Tomorrow and called for drastic reform of the LDP.

The power of younger Diet members to act independently of the factions helped Koizumi come to power in 2001. For the April 2001 LDP presidential race, the younger members demanded that the president be chosen not only by LDP diet members but also by local party members. At the March 2001 LDP meeting, Kōno presented a plan that allocated 346 votes to local, public elections by LDP members on top of the 346 votes from Diet members. This move came in response to the closed-door selection of Yoshirō Mori as prime minister by party leaders following Keizō Obuchi’s sudden death, a move that generated widespread public and media disapproval. Although the LDP faction leaders did not want to allocate so many votes to nonelected LDP members, which would take the election out of their own control, they were forced to make the election more transparent and democratic. A compromise agreement increased the votes of each LDP prefectural chapter from 1 to 3, giving local LDP members a total of 141 votes, less than half the number of lawmakers’ votes. But this still allowed more avenues for reform than before.

The largest LDP faction, with 101 LDP Diet members led by former prime minister Ryūtarō Hashimoto, looked on this electoral change optimistically. This faction, previously led by former prime ministers Kakuei Tanaka, Noboru Takeshita, and Obuchi, had played a decisive role in the selection of party leader for more than twenty years and boasted connections with local chapters. However, several younger members of the faction openly stated that they might vote against the faction’s decision to support Hashimoto in the election. Younger members of the other LDP factions also called for voting rights independent of factional lines. They strongly requested an open forum to question the four LDP presidential candidates and held a two-day session with them before the election. Many of them went back to their district and expressed their personal support for Koizumi.

During the LDP presidential election campaign, Koizumi publicly vowed his determination to carry out structural reform of various aspects of the Japanese economy. In the end he earned a landslide victory, with 298 out of 487 votes, by capturing nearly 90 percent of the 141 local chapter votes. Hashimoto received only 155 votes, garnering support from his faction and the Horiuchi faction. Five younger members of the two factions voted for Koizumi, crossing factional lines. This underlined the weakening power of LDP factions.

Indeed, Koizumi was the first party president and prime minister to be selected outside of the traditional factional power struggles. He was elected by an overwhelming majority of LDP local branches, thus earning enough of a mandate to pick his own party leaders and cabinet without consulting faction leaders. As evidence of his independence from the old party chieftains, Koizumi’s new cabinet had an unprecedented number of women (five), including Makiko Tanaka as foreign minister, and three civilians. In a press conference Koizumi boasted, “LDP members finally understand what ‘appointments without factional intervention’ is. They realized that I am serious.”3 Koizumi also stated that he would not conduct frequent cabinet reshuffles so as not to create an opportunity for factional influence. Polls taken by major newspapers immediately after the establishment of his first cabinet showed that Koizumi’s initial support rate had skyrocketed to the highest in the history of collecting such data: 78 percent in the Asahi Shimbun poll, 85 percent in the Mainichi Shimbun, and 87 percent in the Yomiuri Shimbun. According to the Asahi poll, the biggest reason for people’s support was that Koizumi had rejected factional influence.4 He was standing on his own.

INSTITUTIONAL CHANGES TO STRENGTHEN THE KANTEI

When Koizumi became prime minister, the institutional changes brought about by Hashimoto’s administrative reform were already set up.5 The central government reform began in January 2001, reducing the number of central government agencies from twenty-three to thirteen by merging several ministries and agencies. The media paid much attention to the organizational change. More important changes enhanced the power of the prime minister and cabinet.6

The Cabinet Law was revised to improve the policy initiative of the prime minister. While the national leader’s authority at a cabinet meeting was unclear under the old law, the revised article 4 clarified his authority to propose important, basic policies at such meetings. Technically under the old law it had been possible for the prime minister to propose a policy as a member of the cabinet. But cabinet members, including the prime minister, had rarely taken such initiative. As a result, the cabinet dealt with policy issues that had been discussed and preapproved at the vice-ministerial level. This practice had strengthened the bottom-up style of Japanese government decision making and weakened the political initiative of the prime minister. With the revision, institutional arrangements were clearly established for the national leader to initiate policies at the top.

The authority and function of the Cabinet Secretariat to support the Kantei were also reinforced. The revised Cabinet Law provided it with the authority to plan and draft important national policies. This was one of the major points that bureaucrats had strongly resisted during the deliberation of Hashimoto’s Administrative Reform Council. The existing ministries did not want the Cabinet Secretariat to plan and draft bills that covered their own jurisdiction. The revised law allowed the Kantei to develop concrete plans under the direction of the cabinet and prime minister. Theoretically the prime minister and the cabinet could now initiate and proceed with policy processes independent of the relevant ministry.

Another significant move within the Cabinet Secretariat was the increase in the number and size of its supporting body. The prime minister was now allowed to appoint up to five assistants rather than just three. To assist the chief cabinet secretary (CCS) and his three deputies, three assistant CCSs were newly created as special career officers at the vice-minister level. At this career ranking the revised law also listed the cabinet public relations officer and the cabinet intelligence officer. In addition, the prime minister was also entitled to increase the number of secretaries even more with an executive order. This expanded body was expected to strengthen the functions of the Cabinet Secretariat as a supporting organ of the prime minister.

Pivotal to the operations of the Kantei are two high officials, the CCS and the administrative deputy. Former CCS Masaharu Gotōda summarized his job as “to mediate and settle disputes” between various government agencies participating in the policy-making process.”7 Policy coordination requires political skill, experience, and connections as well as knowledge of the content and an understanding of the implications of specific policies. The CCS must work with other members of the ruling party and the bureaucracy to coordinate policy. According to Gotōda, the task depends on “the power balance between the CCS and the relevant ministers of state. Thus it involves competition over their individual political power and character.”8

As well as being a policy mediator, the CCS acts as spokesperson for the prime minister and his cabinet, holding official press conferences twice a day. Unofficial comments the CCS makes outside of these conferences are frequently quoted as statements by “the top official of the government (seifu shunō).” In a sense, the CCS position combines the duties of the U.S. vice president, the White House chief of staff, and the White House spokesperson. The CCS’s role is probably much more influential than any of these, though, since the person holding the position is also directly involved in the decision-making process for most of the government’s important policy decisions. The CCS must vet decisions even when not directly involved. It is no exaggeration to say that the CCS is much more involved in the policy-making process than the prime minister.

Until recently the CCS was relatively low in the hierarchy of cabinet ministers. The prime minister often appointed a close associate from his own faction to support his administrative goals. This situation changed in the 1990s when prime ministers began appointing political heavyweights to the post. Prime Minister Ryūtaro Hashimoto, for example, selected former LDP secretary general Seiroku Kajiyama in 1996. The Hashimoto administration analyzed the lessons from the 1995 Hanshin earthquake and examined scenarios in which a prime minister is unable to perform his duties. The Hashimoto cabinet decided to designate the CCS as acting prime minister in those cases. This decision, however, applied only in the event of natural disasters such as the Hanshin earthquake.

That limitation caused a major legal and political debate in April 2000 when Prime Minister Keizō Obuchi fell into a coma and CCS Mikio Aoki was appointed acting prime minister. The selection was supposed to be based on article 9 of the Cabinet Law, which stipulates that “if the prime minister is absent or has an accident, a state minister designated by him in advance shall assume the duties as prime minister as a tentative measure.” However, since Obuchi had not given Aoki clear and explicit prior instructions, the latter’s appointment sparked protests in the Diet.

To avoid such confusion in the future, since the first Mori cabinet was formed in April 2000 it has become customary for every new cabinet to make a list of five cabinet ministers in line for succession to the premiership.9 The CCS has been always on top of the list and will continue to be so unless the position of the deputy prime minister is officially introduced. In principle, when the prime minister is out of Tokyo, the CCS is expected to stay in town. The fact that two former CCSs, Shinzō Abe and Yasuo Fukuda, became prime minister without any other cabinet experience symbolized the elevated status of the CCS. The CCS has in effect become a deputy prime minister in all but title.

As the status of the CCS rose, his deputies also began to play increasingly crucial roles. There are three deputy CCSs—one administrative and two parliamentary; the latter two are appointed from among Diet members. The administrative deputy CCS is often called the top post of Japan’s entire bureaucracy. This individual serves as the liaison between the prime minister and the bureaucracy and frequently consults with the prime minister.

This post became pivotal during the lengthy tenures of two administrative deputy CCSs: Nobuo Ishihara, who held the job for seven years and three months (1987–95), and Teijirō Furukawa, who held it for eight years and seven months (1995–2003). Before Ishihara was selected, prime ministers had traditionally appointed someone new to the post when they took office. However, Ishihara and Furukawa combined to serve eleven prime ministers during their nearly sixteen years on the job. Their institutional memory proved invaluable to Japan’s legion of short-lived prime ministers, especially those with limited cabinet experience. For example, Ishihara played a key role in the administration of Toshiki Kaifu, who was so unprepared to become the nation’s leader that the media jokingly reported that the government was run by “Prime Minister Ishihara with assistance from Kaifu.”10

The administrative deputy CCS plays a critical role as chair of the administrative vice-ministerial meeting. While the cabinet is the Japanese government’s highest decision-making institution, actual decisions are rarely made in cabinet meetings, as described in chapter 1. The agenda for a cabinet meeting is prepared at the subcabinet meeting, usually held the day before, and the agenda goes to the cabinet meeting with a proposed decision. Although the subcabinet meeting has no legal authority or basis for its existence, the cabinet has seldom repealed decisions made at this meeting.

According to Deputy CCS Teijirō Furukawa, the subcabinet meeting served as the first stage of the top-down decision-making process under the Koizumi administration. Prime Minister Koizumi frequently instructed the Kantei on policy matters through CCS Yasuo Fukuda. Fukuda ordered Furukawa to take action, and the latter revealed the prime minister’s intention to let the entire bureaucracy know about the policy directions. Furukawa then assigned officers in the policy unit to the task. The assigned officers consulted and coordinated with the related ministries and reported back to Furukawa (see fig. 3.1).

Another important task has become to screen the appointments of high officials (bureau chiefs and above) for all the ministries. As a result of Hashimoto’s administrative reform, these appointments must be approved by the cabinet. The administrative deputy CCS checks the list of candidates on behalf of the cabinet prior to cabinet approval to ensure that the appointees will help promote the prime minister’s policy goals. On several occasion in the past, the ministries’ choices were rejected. But quite often the CCS is privy to early information from the ministries and removes some appointees from consideration. This gives the position de facto appointive power over high officials of all the ministries. This has changed the power balance between the Cabinet Secretariat and the ministries.

Further improving the supporting organ of the cabinet was the establishment of the Cabinet Office. This office is headed by the prime minister and administered by the chief cabinet secretary and the secretary’s deputies. In addition, the prime minister can appoint cabinet ministers for special missions at the Cabinet Office. It is located in the cabinet and therefore ranks higher than other ministries. Its main task is to assist the cabinet and its secretariat in planning and drafting policy proposals and coordinating among other ministries.
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FIGURE 3.1. Conceptual Lines of Top-Down Decision Making

Source: Presented by Teijirō Furukawa, October 30, 2003.

Under the Cabinet Office Establishment Law, fiscal and budget policies were identified as an important national issue. The law also authorized the prime minister to form the Council on Economic and Fiscal Policy as an advisory organ independent of the bureaucracy. The council is supposed to advise the prime minister on macroeconomic and fiscal policy issues. The new Cabinet Office, which subsumed the functions of the old Economic Planning Agency over macroeconomic policy, provides administrative assistant to the council and the prime minister. Based on the recommendation of the council, the prime minister can initiate the budget process by proposing the total size of the budget and prioritizing major spending items. According to former deputy CCS Nobuo Ishihara, this change was designed to “shift the essential function of budget formation from the MOF to the Cabinet Secretariat.”11 Indeed, the change took place under the Koizumi government.

NEW FISCAL POLICY-MAKING PROCESS

The Council on Economic and Fiscal Policy was inaugurated in January 2001 with the major reorganization of the central government.12 As defined by the Cabinet Office Establishment Law, it was officially chaired by the prime minister (article 21). The operational regulations of the CEFP give strong authority to the chairman. The council cannot reach any decision without the attendance of the chairman. The chairman is required to build a consensus among the members but can make a decision based on the discussion at the council.13 Whether the prime minister can demonstrate strong leadership at the CEFP depends on how strong his determination is.

Besides the prime minister, there were ten other members of the Council—five other cabinet members, the governor of the Bank of Japan, as well as four experts from the private sector. In the beginning it was uncertain whether the new council would actually change the budget-making process. Six months ahead of the council’s inauguration, Prime Minister Yoshirō Mori had established the Fiscal Leadership Council, with a membership of five cabinet members and nine executives of the coalition parties but excluding outside experts. It was MOF officials who persuaded Mori to form this council in order to block the CEFP’s influence over the budget process. Former prime minister Hashimoto, who became the minister for administrative reform in January 2001, knew the MOF’s intention and quickly moved to abolish the Leadership Council. As this event highlighted, Prime Minister Mori had no intention of taking advantage of the CEFP as a forum to demonstrate his leadership in budget formation.

During the four months of the Mori administration, the CEFP held seven meetings. Finance Minister Kiichi Miyazawa requested that council members bring up important issues at the meeting to lead discussion on the budget, but without any concrete figures.14 Miyazawa obviously spoke on behalf of the MOF officials who did not want the council to come up with concrete proposals.

The situation surrounding the CEFP totally changed when Junichirō Koizumi took over the premiership. As Koizumi was selected outside of traditional factional power struggles, he had a mandate to form his own cabinet without consulting faction leaders. He appointed Heizō Takenaka, an economics professor at the Keiō University, as minister of economic and fiscal affairs at the Cabinet Office to take charge of the CEFP. Koizumi publicly promised that he would promote “reform without sanctuary” and received an unprecedented level of public support.

Backed by his high popularity, at the press conference after the first cabinet meeting Koizumi declared his determination to follow through with structural reform by stating, “I am resolved to make this cabinet ‘a ceaseless reform cabinet’ that would boldly undertake reforms in Japan’s social and economic structures.” To carry out reforms, he stated, “I am resolved to fully bear my responsibility as prime minister and head of the cabinet through direct leadership of forum such as the Council on Economic and Fiscal Policy, and to make thorough use of the strengthened functions of the cabinet resulting from the reform of central government implemented earlier this year.”15 Koizumi knew from the beginning the significance of the CEFP and other stronger institutions provided to the national leader by the Hashimoto reform, and he was prepared to take advantage of them.

In his first policy speech, on May 7, 2001, Koizumi publicly declared that his cabinet would conduct structural reform in the spirit of “no fear, no hesitation, and no constraint.” As concrete reform plans, he presented three main schemes: (1) financial disposal of nonperforming loans within the coming two to three years; (2) creation of a competitive economic system that is appropriate for the environment of the twenty-first century; and (3) fiscal and structural reform. For the fiscal reform, the prime minister announced that the new government bond issues would be targeted at less than thirty trillion yen in the FY2002 budget.16

To achieve such reforms, he told members at the first CEFP meeting he attended:

It is no exaggeration to say that the Council on Economic and Fiscal Policy is the most important council for providing more substance to the broad principles introduced in my policy speech…. Following the belief that “there will be no economic recovery without structural reform,” the essential point is that we strive to carry out structural reform holding nothing sacred and to establish a society where people can move toward new goals with confidence and hope for the future development of Japan.17

Under the Mori administration, council members had repeatedly debated whether the government should choose to induce an economic recovery by continuing fiscal expansion or introducing structural reform. Koizumi’s statement allowed the council to focus on structural reform. One of the private-sector experts responded to Koizumi’s determination for reform by stating, “Today, I am so happy to be able to discuss essential matters.”18

While the council was officially chaired by the prime minister, its proceedings were moderated by Economic Minister Takenaka. According to his memoirs, Takenaka had two important goals for the council. The first was to drastically change the framework of macroeconomic management. Throughout the 1990s the Japanese government had conducted a series of fiscal expansion policies, which resulted in an inflated government debt without significantly contributing to economic recovery. Takenaka wanted to reduce the public investment and to focus on disposal of nonperforming loans. The second goal was to present a scenario of structural reform with concrete figures in order to avoid a shock to the financial markets.19 To improve the transparency of the council’s proceedings, Takenaka told members that a summary of discussions would be posted on the Internet three days after each meeting.

At the first meeting Takenaka presented his idea of creating the Basic Policies, or honebuto no hōshin, to control fiscal policy formulation. He suggested making it the Koizumi administration’s goal to limit deficit financing bonds to thirty trillion yen. Finance Minister Seijūrō Shiokawa supported Takenaka’s proposal, reflecting the thinking of the austerity-minded MOF officials. He also suggested that the basic plan should include a bold plan to reallocate the budget by cutting wasteful expenditures and increasing spending for priority programs.20

To form the Basic Policies, Takenaka frequently met with the four private-sector experts of the council—Tadashi Okuda (chairman, Toyota Motors), Jirō Ushio (chairman, Ushio Electric), Masaaki Honma (professor, University of Osaka), and Hiroshi Yoshikawa (professor, University of Tokyo). The outline of the policies was presented at the second meeting, on May 31.

The council held two more meetings and finalized the Basic Policies at the fourth meeting, on June 21. In the introduction to the thirty-three-page document, the main items of Koizumi’s reform were displayed—the privatization of postal services and special public corporations and the thirty-trillion-yen ceiling on debt-financing bonds. The first section identified the disposal of nonperforming loans within a few years as the highest-priority issue. The second section, which dealt with establishing a new social infrastructure, declared the intention to revise the traditional fiscal policy that focused on public investments, suggesting a substantial budget cut. The third and fourth sections offered the council’s plan to tackle politically difficult issues, including the reform of the medical insurance and pension system, changing the boundaries of national and local taxes.

Before finalization of the policies at the council, CCS Yasuo Fukuda called for an informal discussion meeting of cabinet members on the Basic Policies on June 8. Each minister presented priority policy issues of their own ministry, which would be potential veto players within the government. Takenaka promised their opinions would be reflected in the final draft. This discussion meeting made it politically possible to acquire cabinet approval on June 28. The Basic Policies were approved by the cabinet without going through the administrative vice ministers’ meeting, against the long tradition. This symbolized the political initiative of the new fiscal policy making.21

Throughout the process Takenaka and his staffers formulated policies without consultation with LDP policy subcommittees. It was Prime Minister Koizumi who had instructed them to ignore the traditional log-rolling process and not to contact zoku members of the relevant subcommittees, even if demanded. An explanation should be provided only to the chairman of the Policy Affairs Research Council, and it would be the chairman’s responsibility to persuade fellow LDP members.22

LDP zoku members, who had served as powerful intraparty veto players before the Koizumi government, strongly criticized this process. For example, former Deputy CCS Muneo Suzuki stated, “The council does not understand the parliamentary system.”23 According to many LDP members, including Suzuki, prior consultation with the ruling party members was essential for policy making under the parliamentary system. But LDP zoku members did not choose to challenge the popular prime minister on this issue in the face of the forthcoming July 29 upper house election.

In that election, Koizumi’s high popularity brought a victory for the LDP, with 64 out of 121 reelected seats. With the seats won by the LDP’s coalition partners, the Kōmeitō and the Conservative Party, the government coalition gained a stable majority of 140 of the 247 upper house seats. At a press conference after the election, Prime Minister Koizumi reconfirmed his determination on economic reform and declared that his administration would introduce a detailed, three-step reform schedule: the first schedule by the end of August; the second during the fall Diet session; and the third during the yearend budget forming process.

On August 3 the first CEFP meeting after the election was convened, and the MOF budget bureau chief reported that to achieve Koizumi’s thirty-trillion-yen limit on debt-financing bonds, the government needed to reduce spending by three trillion yen. One of the private-sector members, Chairman Okuda of Toyota, stressed that the first CEFP budget overview should show a clear difference from the past fiscal policy-making style so that the public would know the significance of the policy changes. Another member, Prof. Yoshikawa, then suggested increasing the priority policy areas by two trillion yen while cutting five trillion in nonpriority areas of expenditures to reach the goal of a three-trillion-yen reduction. Finance Minister Shiokawa, who had stated the need for drastic reallocation of the budget at the previous meeting, expressed his support for this suggestion. Then Prime Minister Koizumi stated, “This is right after the election [victory]. Let’s go for the idea of a five-trillion-yen cut with a two-trillion-yen increase…. Otherwise, the people would not have a strong impression of change…. We need to ‘strike while the iron is hot.’ There certainly will be opposition from [the LDP]. But we had better show our determination that the CEFP will make the decision.”24 This became the decision of the council.

On the following morning, senior MOF officials visited the prime minister’s office and expressed their concern about making a budget proposal with a drastic budget cut of five trillion yen without any consultation with the LDP. Koizumi did not yield, however, and instructed MOF officials to draw up a detailed proposal that followed the CEFP decision. Koizumi’s assistant Isao Iijima declared that “this was a historic moment when the budget formation initiative shifted from the MOF to the Kantei.”25 On August 10 the Koizumi cabinet officially approved the budget overview with a two-trillion-yen increase in the seven prioritized policy areas and a 10 percent cut in virtually all other areas of spending, including public works investment and official development aid.26

After the cabinet approved the budget overview, Koizumi instructed cabinet ministers to come up with their own reform initiatives in their respective ministries to meet the overall goal of his reform. The ministers attended the CEFP meetings to present their reform plans. Koizumi’s assistant later testified, “One minister stated that this is ‘the evaluation’ of each minister by the prime minister. Ministers are judged by their reform plans to see how much power they have over the bureaucracy and the vested interest groups. He was exactly right.”27 As the ministers were required to show their commitment to Koizumi’s reform, they had to cooperate with the budget cuts in their ministries’ spending programs.

Between August and November 2001, MOF officials had to negotiate with spending ministries and LDP subcommittees to draft the basic principles of budget formulation for the CEFP. The basic principles were presented at the November 27 CEFP meeting and approved by the CEFP and the cabinet on December 4. As a result, in the FY2002 budget new bond issuance was kept under thirty trillion yen, expenditures in nonpriority areas were reduced by five trillion yen, while two trillion yen was reallocated in the priority areas. Among the key areas of reduction, public works, which often became the pork barrel for LDP politicians, were reduced by 10.7 percent. Fiscal expenditures for public corporations were cut by 21.1 percent, with a reduction amounting to more than one trillion yen. This became strong fiscal pressure for the forthcoming privatization of many special public corporations, including the four highway-related public corporations and the postal service. On December 24 the cabinet approved the FY2002 budget to implement Koizumi’s structural reform.

After the budget was officially approved, the CEFP began to work on medium-term economic and fiscal management. This was a very important task to connect medium-term macroeconomic conditions and fiscal policy. Economic Minister Takenaka pointed out the problem of the old decision-making system: “Fiscal policies were considered by the MOF, and macroeconomic policies were dealt with by the Economic Planning Agency. But there was nobody to check the relations between fiscal policy and macroeconomic policy.”28 Takenaka analyzed the reason why the government had not established such a function much earlier and explained that two opposing powers existed: MOF bureaucrats, who did not want to be responsible for achieving fiscal goals, and LDP politicians, who wanted to play an instrumental role in finalizing fiscal policies. Medium-term perspectives by the CEFP would include concrete fiscal policies and targets for the forthcoming years; neither MOF officials nor LDP politicians wanted the council to establish these policies.29

Takenaka persuaded CEFP members to compile a report titled “Structural Reform and the Medium-Term Economic and Fiscal Perspectives” (hereafter, “Reform and Perspectives”). In the report he intended to “show desirable economic and social conditions, and the medium-term policy framework focusing on structural reforms for that end.”30 When Takenaka presented the idea of preparing a report at the LDP General Council on December 18, he heard many strong opinions against the plan. But the report was approved by the General Council on January 18, 2002. As a result, a new system was established to coordinate macroeconomic conditions and fiscal policies.

After the first year under the Koizumi administration, a new, nine-step schedule for fiscal policy making was established:

 

1.  By the end of January, the CEFP would produce “Reform and Perspective” to present the medium-term macroeconomic outlook and policy goals.

2.  At the end of June, the CEFP would formulate the Basic Policies, which described major fiscal policies for the next fiscal year.

3.  In July the Cabinet Office would provide the updated economic outlook and forecast for the detailed budget formulation.

4.  At the end of July or in early August, based on this forecast, the CEFP would produce the Budget Overview to clarify budget allocation to priority areas and budget cuts in nonpriority areas.

5.  By the end of August, initial budget proposals were to be submitted by spending ministries.

6.  Negotiations and coordination between the MOF and spending ministries as well as LDP politicians would take place between September and November.

7.  By the end of November or early December, the CEFP would announce the Basic Principles for Budget Formulation to present the basic principles of the budget in advance of the actual budget proposal.

8.  By the end of December, the MOF would finalize the budget proposal for the next fiscal year for cabinet approval.

9.  Finally, in late December or early January, the Cabinet Office would provide an economic outlook for the next fiscal year based on the basic stance on economic and fiscal management (see table 3.1).

 

As a result of fiscal policy reform initiated by the CEFP, the annual budget balance was significantly improved. The deficit in the primary balance (the budget balance excluding interest payment and debt redemption from expenditures and bond revenues from the revenue side) of the central and local government combined reached a high level at 5.7 percent of nominal GDP in FY2002. In FY2005 it was reduced to 3.3 percent. The expenditures of the central and local government decreased from 23.2 percent of GDP in FY2002 to 21.6 percent in FY2004.31 The bond dependency ratio (bond revenue to the total revenue) of the central government significantly decreased from 44.6 percent in FY2003 to 30.7 percent in FY2007.32

TABLE 3.1 Changes in the fiscal policy schedule




	
	BEFORE 2001
	SINCE 2001



	End of January
	
	“Reform and Perspectives” by CEFP



	End of June
	
	Basic Policies decided by CEFP



	July–August
	Budget ceiling by MOF
	Budget Overview by CEFP



	End of August
	Budget proposal by ministries
	Budget proposal by ministries



	September–December
	Examination and negotiation period
	Examination and negotiation period



	November–December
	
	Basic Principles for Budget Formulation by CEFP



	Late December
	MOF proposal and Cabinet decision
	MOF proposal and Cabinet decision





 

The budget allocation had been inflexible because of sectionalism among the ministries and their bureaus. For example, the public works budget allocation was almost unchanged among the major categories for at least a couple of decades. The CEFP’s scheme to prioritize the budget totally changed this situation. Between FY2001 and FY2006, expenditures for public works were reduced by 22.6 percent. Two other major budget categories that experienced significant cuts were Official Development Assistance (25.1 percent) and energy-related projects (23.3 percent). On the other hand, expenditures in the priority areas, such as social security (28.5 percent) and science and technology promotion (19.7 percent), were increased during the same period.

The CEFP’s approach—tackling economic structural reform through setting budget outlines—worked well and created successful results in many areas. The reallocation of the budget brought significant advances in streamlining the public sector. It forced reforms and privatization of the special public corporations, government financial institutions, and, most important, the postal service. The council also successfully injected government funds into major banks to settle nonperforming loan problems. It raised the burden of patients for medical expenditures in order to relieve the deficit situation in social security. Furthermore, the council played an important role in bringing about tax reform to shift revenue sources from the central government to local governments.

The CEFP became a forum at which the prime minister, the economic minister, and private-sector members presented their reform agenda under the Koizumi cabinet. The economic minister and the private sector led the discussion to form the Basic Policies. This policy report became a “public roadmap for reform to the people.”33 In the spring of 2002, spending ministries and industry representatives began to lobby CEFP members so that their projects would be included in the Basic Policies. Deputy CCS Teijirō Furukawa told the author, “It was at this time that I realized the budget-making power had truly shifted from MOF into the hands of the Kantei.”34

By forming the Basic Policies, the council not only built a broad framework and budgeting priorities for the next fiscal year budget but also created momentum for major structural reform, such as the disposal of nonperforming loans and the privatization of special public corporations. As the ministers of the economic ministries had to respond to the council’s reform requests, all decision-making processes were open to the public. Council deliberations were available on the website soon after the meeting, improving the transparency of policy making. The new institutional arrangement surrounding the CEFP became a tool for Prime Minister Koizumi and his economic advisers to set their domestic policy agenda and fiscal policy to pursue their goals despite opposition from career bureaucrats and their patron LDP zoku members. The MOF, which used to monopolize the traditional cumulative budget process, had to formulate budgets following the instructions given by the CEFP under the Koizumi government.

CUTTING ROAD CONSTRUCTION

Another wave of administrative reform was going on in parallel to fiscal policy reform. The Headquarters for Administrative Reform had been established under the Mori administration. Prime Minister Mori appointed former prime minister Hashimoto as the first cabinet minister for administrative reform to deal with three major areas of reform: (1) special public corporations, (2) the civil service system, and (3) administration-commissioned public service corporations. Hashimoto, who had led major reform efforts as prime minister, was well aware that the reform of special public corporations and public service corporations would require fundamental structural changes within Japan’s political and economic system as institutional complementarities had formed over many years. During his tenure as cabinet minister, Hashimoto focused much of his efforts on the civil service system reform.35

A major policy shift in the headquarters took place when Koizumi became prime minister in April 2001. Koizumi had promoted reform of special public corporations and privatization of postal services throughout his political career. He appointed Nobuteru Ishihara as minister for administrative reform and instructed him to focus on reform of the special public corporations. The headquarters secretariat swiftly drafted reform legislation to establish the Special Public Institutions Reform Promotion Headquarters to make decisions on each public corporation by March 2006: whether they would be abolished, privatized, or allowed to continue after the review process. The bill was approved by the cabinet and submitted to the Diet. After a short deliberation, it was enacted on June 20, 2001.

The political battles began after the law was passed as the newly established headquarters now had to review and decide on the future status of each corporation. The seventy-seven special public corporations were originally established to efficiently rebuild Japan’s infrastructure after World War II. They played instrumental roles in helping Japan’s economic growth by overseeing state loans and construction projects. Over the years, however, inefficiency within such quasi-governmental corporations had developed, costing Japanese taxpayers 5.3 trillion yen a year. These funds were allocated to sixty-six special public corporations through subsidies or government endowments. With mounting fiscal pressure, the media and the public called for drastic reform of the special public corporations.

In August 2001 Prime Minister Koizumi publicly expressed his firm decision to cut a trillion yen out of the 5.3 trillion yen allocated to special corporations in the FY 2002 budget. This statement resulted in the December 2002 cabinet decision to reform special public corporations, including the abolition or privatization of the four highway-related public corporations, the Urban Development Corporation, the Japan National Oil Corporation, and the Government Housing Loan Corporation.

Among the most heavily criticized by the media were the four highway-related public corporations, especially the Japan Highway Public Corporation. This organization accumulated a total debt of 24 trillion yen as of 1999 by building 7,000 kilometers of highways all over the nation. If it tried to complete the original government plan to build an additional 2,342 kilometers of highways, it would have required 300 billion yen of government funds annually, and its debt would have swelled to 44 trillion yen. To formulate a privatization policy regarding the controversial organizations, the Koizumi cabinet formed the Promotion Committee for the Privatization of the Four Highway-Related Public Corporations directly under the cabinet in June 2002. In the committee deliberations there was a series of heated debates on whether to freeze the plans for the remaining 2,342 kilometers of highway.

As road construction was highly integrated with local politics, this attracted much media and public attention. In December 2003, based on the recommendation of the Promotion Committee, the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, and Transport announced the final plan to privatize the public corporation. Although the plan did not include the freezing of construction on the remaining highway that the Promotion Committee had strongly recommended, it would substantially cut construction costs by scaling down the original scheme. Throughout 2003 the cabinet committee led the debate on privatization and pressured the vested interest groups, highlighting the cabinet initiative in the highly political issue of road construction.

As seen in the case of the reform of special corporations under the Koizumi administration, the Kantei often led politically difficult policy issues. The secretariat initiated the drafting of three pieces of domestic policy legislation—the Urban Renaissance Special Measures Law, the Basic Law on Intellectual Property, and the Law on Special Zones for Structural Reform—and established ad hoc policy offices to deal with these issues. The Office of Urban Renaissance planned drastic measures to advance urban redevelopment for future environmental needs, disaster prevention, and internationalization that would require deregulation in many policy areas. The Office of Intellectual Property Strategy Promotion planned measures for the creation, protection, and exploitation of intellectual property by clarifying the responsibilities of the state, local governments, universities, and business enterprises. The Office of Special Zones for Structural Reform promoted the creation of specified deregulation zones based on voluntary plans by municipal governments and private-sector enterprises. In each area the plans were advanced by initiative of the Cabinet Secretariat. Former deputy CCS Furukawa proudly told the author, “These plans required intensive policy coordination among several ministries. If it had not been handled by the Kantei, the policy advancement would not have moved in such a swift manner.”36

BATTLES OVER POSTAL REFORM

Among Koizumi’s reform efforts, the most politically dramatic event was his postal reform. This was a longtime political goal for Koizumi for more than twenty years and attracted significant media attention involving the 2005 general election. As mentioned in the previous chapter, the post offices formed a solid support base for many LDP Diet members. Prime Minister Hashimoto, during his administrative reform efforts, met with strong opposition from LDP postal zoku members and finally gave up the privatization of postal services.

Koizumi had long regarded the privatization of the postal services as the core of Japan’s reform. When he was vice minister of finance in the late 1970s, he was concerned about the increasing fiscal deficit, which was in large part financed by the fiscal investment and loan program with revenues from postal savings. In addition, the huge share of postal savings, which accounted for about one-third of the total household savings, distorted Japan’s financial market.37 When Koizumi became the minister of post and telecommunications in 1992, he talked about the future privatization of the postal services. Many LDP postal zoku members strongly criticized Koizumi for his plan.38

Koizumi again had his chance during the campaign for the April 2001 LDP presidential election, in which he publicly promised that he would promote “reform without sanctuary” and privatization of the postal services. When Koizumi formed a coalition government, he secured an agreement from the Kōmeitō and the Conservative Party to promote postal reform, including its privatization.

The first political hurdle was to pass the legislation that would shift the provision of postal services from the Postal Service Agency for five years to a new government-run corporation, the Japan Post, as decided by Hashimoto’s administrative efforts. In April 2002 many LDP members who opposed the reform publicly criticized Koizumi’s legislative initiative as a step toward privatization and were prepared to block it. Koizumi publicly announced that he would pick a fight to see “whether the LDP crashes the Koizumi cabinet or the Koizumi cabinet crashes the LDP.”39 The highest policy-making organ within the LDP, the General Council, wanted to avoid a fierce political confrontation and came up with an unusual compromise. The council approved the cabinet’s action to submit the legislation without approving the content of the bill. Without full approval from the LDP, the Koizumi cabinet managed to pass the legislation in July 2002.

After Koizumi was reelected as LDP president in September 2003, he decided to initiate a postal reform policy in the Kantei and take advantage of the CEFP to promote the reform. At the September 26 CEFP meeting, he proudly declared that the privatization of postal services was finally an official cabinet agenda, and he asked the council to draft the reform plan.40 Heizō Takenaka, minister in charge of the CEFP, fully supported Koizumi’s privatization plan and came up with the basic principles for privatization on October 3.41 As a result, the postal privatization plan was included in the LDP’s manifesto, or policy platform, for the November 2003 lower house election.

The media portrayed the election as “the manifesto election.” The old Public Election Office Law had prohibited political parties from handing out policy pamphlets. The 2003 revision of the law finally changed this. Virtually all the political parties prepared their own manifestos. All the LDP candidates ran election campaigns with the policy platform in their hands, which supported the government’s postal privatization plan. Koizumi saw the ruling coalition’s victory, with 271 out of 480 lower house seats (LDP 237; Kōmeitō 34), as a popular mandate to proceed with the postal privatization.

While discussion continued at the CEFP, Koizumi established the secretariat to prepare the postal privatization in order to support Takenaka. But Takenaka found that the secretariat was just pretending to cooperate, only to sabotage his efforts. It was staffed with seconded officials from the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications and the Japan Post, as well as other ministry officials who were against the postal reform. These officials leaked information to their home organizations to block Takenaka’s initiative.42 Takenaka thus began forming policies totally independent of the secretariat.43

Between February and October 2004, the CEFP held eighteen meetings to discuss the privatization of postal services. Most of discussion focused on the three bottom lines that Takenaka proposed: (1) establishment of separate corporations for each postal service (postal service, postal saving, and postal insurance); (2) application of commercial laws to the new postal corporations; and (3) establishment of an oversight organization. Takenaka met with then-minister of internal affairs and communications Tarō Asō and Japan Post president Masaharu Ikuta to ask for their support. Asō and Ikuta, however, expressed strong concern on these points, especially the separation of postal services.

Takenaka patiently persuaded Asō and Ikuta. After the August 6 CEFP meeting, Takenaka and Asō jointly announced the outline of postal reform, which included a plan to form a holding company and separate corporations for four types of services (window services, postal services, postal savings, and postal insurance).44 The media pointed out that the holding company might tightly control all four service corporations and make the separation obsolete.45

At the August 6 CEFP meeting, the outline was formally approved, and Prime Minister Koizumi declared that “the summer battle now begins.” The Koizumi government needed to get approval from the ruling parties. The LDP formed a special committee on postal services. At the September 2 committee meeting, overwhelming opposition was expressed toward the CEFP privatization plan. On September 6 the secretaries general and the Policy Committee chairmen of the LDP and Kōmeitō held a meeting, but no agreement was reached owing to the opposition of these veto players. What Takenaka saw there was “the strongest political power of the postal service.”46

On September 7 Koizumi personally met with President Ikuta of Japan Post and persuaded him to accept the CEFP plan to form a holding company and four separate service corporations by April 2007. This was a final step in decision making within the government. The government then held a meeting with representatives from the LDP on September 8, but these representatives did not accept the CEFP plan. Koizumi expressed his determination to make a cabinet decision without approval from the LDP. The following day the LDP representatives decided not to accept the plan but abstained from making a party decision on it, thus allowing the Koizumi cabinet to officially approve the plan.47 On September 10 the outline of the postal privatization was finally approved as a cabinet decision without party approval.

On September 27 Koizumi reshuffled his cabinet and appointed Takenaka as minister in charge of postal reform to give him authority to coordinate reform policy with different ministries. He also named Tsutomu Takebe, a strong supporter of the reform plan later nicknamed “Koizumi’s Greatest Yes Man,” to the powerful position of LDP secretary general. On October 5 the Koizumi government held a meeting with all the cabinet ministers and approved three guidelines for postal privatization: (1) accurately follow the outline, (2) create simple and consistent institutions, and (3) keep the process transparent. On October 15 the LDP held a joint committee to combine three policy subcommittees—on post and communications, land and transport, and finance.48 This joint committee was headed by Hiroyuki Sonoda. Takenaka perceived that only 10 percent of LDP Diet members actively supported the privatization plan, while the rest split into nearly two equal groups: one with strong opposition, and the other with a wait-and-see attitude.49

President Ikuta of Japan Post came back with opposition to the government plan. He argued that the April 2007 deadline could not be met because of the difficulty in constructing a computer system, which would take at least three to five years. Takenaka sent his assistant, Yōichi Takahashi, to Japan Post for discussions with its system engineers. After many meetings about system designing, Takahashi convinced its eighty engineers that a new computer system could be built within eighteen months.50 Ikuta then had to accept the privatization scheme.

On January 21, 2005, Prime Minister Koizumi made a policy speech in which he publicly announced the privatization, with a holding company and four service corporations. LDP PARC chairman Kaoru Yosano requested Koizumi to cut the details of the privatization plan in the speech, but Koizumi flatly refused.51

On January 26 the government and the LDP held the first joint meeting on postal reform. Additional joint meetings were held twelve times over the next three months, in which the LDP consistently demanded changes to the CEFP plan. Koizumi found two high officials at the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications circulating documents against the privatization to LDP members. He summoned them to his office, where they told him that they would follow his instruction to advance the reform plans, but they continued their antireform activities. Minister Asō finally removed them from the policy-related posts.52 After removing the antireform elements within the government, the Koizumi cabinet finally came up with a government draft for postal reform legislation on April 3.

Now it was the LDP’s turn to respond to the government proposal. On April 19, after a heated debate, LDP joint committee chairman Sonoda suggested delegating the decision to top executives of the LDP and received approval, though against strong opposition. The issue was then sent to the LDP’s highest decision-making organ, the General Council, which traditionally made decisions on a unanimous basis. On April 27 Chairman Akio Kyūma, against the LDP tradition of forming unanimous consent, took votes to approve the postal privatization bills, thus keeping the antireformists in the LDP from exercising their veto power.

The Koizumi cabinet submitted the privatization bills to the Diet on the same day. The DPJ and the Socialist Party, which had solid ties with the postal labor union, expressed strong opposition to the privatization and boycotted Diet operations. On May 20 the ruling parties voted to establish a special committee in the lower house without the presence of the two parties. Koizumi was not shaken. The prime minister stated, “They will come back. Boycotting will not receive public support.”53 He was right: on June 1 the Diet deliberations began, with the DPJ and the Socialists in attendance. In addition to these opposition parties, the antireform members within the LDP criticized the government proposal. The heated debates continued in the special committee for over a hundred hours.

On June 28 the LDP General Council decided on a minor revision to the bill and confirmed that party discipline required all LDP members to vote for the bill. But even so, Koizumi expected resistance from a couple dozen LDP lower house members. In the July 5 lower house floor voting, the bill passed with a slight margin of 233 to 228 votes. Contradicting party discipline, 37 LDP members voted against the bill, including four subcabinet members. Koizumi immediately held a cabinet meeting to remove these four officials.

The bill was then submitted to the upper house. In an interview Koizumi implied that he was determined to dissolve the lower house if the bill did not pass the upper house. A rebellion of eighteen or more LDP members could kill the bill. Postmasters from all over the nation gathered in Tokyo to lobby LDP upper house members to oppose the privatization. Several LDP upper house members publicly declared that they would vote against the bill. Two major newspapers, the Asahi Shimbun and Nihon Keizai Shimbun, ran supportive editorials urging the enactment of the privatization plan.54 In the August 8 upper house floor voting, twenty-two LDP members voted against it and eight abstained, effectively killing the bill.

An hour after the voting, Koizumi quickly held an executive meeting at LDP headquarters. He stated, “I will dissolve the lower house. Those who rebelled will not receive party endorsement. [The LDP] will send candidates to all the districts…. I will destroy the old LDP and create a new LDP.”55 Then Koizumi held a cabinet meeting to collect the signatures of cabinet members to call for a general election. Several cabinet members expressed opposition, but Koizumi persuaded all except one to sign. When Agriculture Minister Yoshinobu Shimamura refused to sign, Koizumi without hesitation invoked a rarely used constitutional authority of the prime minister to dismiss him as a cabinet member. That evening the lower house was dissolved.

Soon after the dissolution, Koizumi held a press conference. He told voters:

About 400 years ago Galileo Galilei was convicted [for heresy by the Spanish Inquisition] for his theory that the Earth revolved around the sun. He replied, “Still, the Earth is moving.” The Diet rejected the postal privatization. But I would like to ask the people whether the postal services must be operated by public servants…. If the LDP and the Kōmeitō do not get a majority of seats after the people’s judgment [on this issue in this election], I will resign.56

Koizumi denied party endorsement of the thirty-seven rebels and chose high-profile competing candidates who were labeled by the media as “assassins” to run in their districts. He appealed to voters to give him a mandate to press ahead with the postal reform. Some political experts saw the election as disadvantageous to the LDP as pro-LDP votes would be split between former and new LDP candidates.57 DPJ leader Katsuya Okada saw a chance to take over the government: “It has been seven years since the DPJ’s inception. We have been working hard for today, and we can take over the government.”58 But the media coverage focused on the battles between the rebels and the assassins and paid little attention to DPJ candidates. The Koizumi cabinet’s approval rating surged from 41 percent before the dissolution to 46 percent immediately after the dissolution, and a week later it further rose to 51 percent.59

In the September 11 general election, Koizumi won an overwhelming majority of seats, with 296 LDP seats and 31 Kōmeitō seats in the 480-seat lower house. Only 17 of the 37 rebels retained seats. Koizumi told reporters, when asked about the winning factor, “It was that we made the postal services an election issue. In the Diet, the privatization was regarded as a wild plan, but the public saw it as a sound plan. The people in the anti-Koizumi camp always make mistakes.”60 With this election victory, the Koizumi cabinet finally enacted the legislation on October 14. Koizumi’s strong determination and willingness to take political risks finally realized the politically difficult postal privatization.

NATIONAL SECURITY POLICY MAKING UNDER KOIZUMI

In addition to fiscal policy and postal reform, Prime Minister Koizumi had many major achievements in the area of foreign and national security policy.61 After the 9–11 incident his cabinet smoothly prepared antiterrorism legislation to dispatch Japan’s Self-Defense Forces overseas under wartime conditions for the first time in the country’s postwar history.

This successfully removed Japan’s passive image created during the 1991 Gulf War, over which Japan was heavily criticized by the international community as offering only “checkbook diplomacy.” Subsequently the Koizumi cabinet enacted emergency legislation to provide a legal framework for the SDF to defend Japan, as well as legislation to send SDF ground troops for the reconstruction of Iraq. In addition, in September 2002 the prime minister visited Pyongyang to receive Kim Chong Il’s apology for the abduction of Japanese nationals by North Korea and arranged for the return of five abductees and their families. The Koizumi government also submitted a UN Security Council resolution for the first time, which was successfully passed, to condemn North Korea’s missile test in July 2006. Throughout his term, Koizumi had strong control over policy making related to foreign policy issues.

In the area of national security, the Cabinet Secretariat initiated three major pieces of successful legislation. The first was the antiterrorism legislation. After the 9–11 incident, Deputy CCS Teijirō Furukawa quickly organized a task force in the Cabinet Secretariat to design the Japanese government’s response. The task force was formed under the leadership of the assistant CCS from the Japan Defense Agency (JDA). Ministry of Foreign Affairs officials had earlier dominated foreign policy making but now found themselves forced to play subordinate roles on the task force. The new institutional arrangement of the Cabinet Secretariat avoided interagency conflicts between the JDA and the MOFA, which could have acted as troublesome veto players, and enabled smooth operations in the task force. As a result, on September 19 Koizumi was able to announce his plan to actively support American reprisals for terrorist attacks in a timely manner.

The plan included the dispatch of SDF vessels to help the United States in collecting intelligence, shipping supplies, and providing medical services as well as humanitarian relief. Koizumi also pledged to strengthen protective measures for U.S. bases in Japan. In addition, he announced nonmilitary measures that included the provision of ten million dollars to help fund rescue and cleanup work after the attacks in the United States, a plan to provide emergency economic aid to Pakistan and India to help solicit their cooperation, and economic measures to avoid confusion in the international economic system. In developing the plan, task force members carefully examined lessons from the 1991 Persian Gulf War and recognized that financial contributions alone would not be highly appreciated by the international community. On September 25 Koizumi visited the United States to meet President George W. Bush and pledged to implement his plan as quickly as possible. Koizumi’s plan elicited much praise from U.S. policy makers as it was more than many experts in Japan and the United States had expected and was presented in a timely manner. The White House even provided a press release to show their appreciation.62

Koizumi was keenly aware of the importance of timeliness in Japan’s response to the campaign against terrorism. A normal political process might delay the implementation and again invite international criticism. As previously described, government policies were usually vetted first with the relevant policy subcommittee of the LDP’s Policy Research Affairs Council. After approval at the subcommittees, policies moved to the LDP’s General Council to build a party consensus and then became the party’s official policy. Under the coalition government, policies further required agreement with LDP’s coalition partners the Kōmeitō and the Conservative Party before cabinet approval.

In the case of the antiterrorism legislation, however, Deputy CCS Furukawa came up with a novel idea to save time by reversing this political procedure.63 The Koizumi cabinet acquired agreement from the coalition partners before consulting the LDP’s policy committees. Once the three parties reached an agreement, it would be difficult for individual LDP members to act as veto players to oppose the decision.

The Koizumi government needed to win passage of two pieces of legislation in order to move ahead with the antiterrorism plan. One bill would revise the Self-Defense Force Law to authorize SDF action to defend U.S. bases in Japan against unexpected terrorist attacks. The existing law authorized SDF action only when a situation was already in progress and could not be handled by the police. A second law would authorize rear-echelon support for U.S. forces in the Indian Ocean area, including provision of supplies and medical services, transportation of personnel, search and rescue activities, and humanitarian assistance to displaced persons. The 1999 Regional Crisis Law limited the area of such support to Japan’s territory or the sea and airspace surrounding it. The new law would allow support in foreign territory with permission from the relevant foreign government.64 More concretely, it would expand legitimate activity areas to territories and seas between the Indian Ocean and Japan.

On September 25 the three coalition parties agreed on the outline of the new law. The following day the government explained the legislation to representatives of the opposition parties. Just one day later the outline was finally reported to LDP members at the party’s General Council. The members of LDP policy subcommittees, who had traditionally served as important veto players, were the last group to learn officially about the new legislation, at a September 28 joint meeting of the cabinet, defense, and foreign affairs subcommittees.

During this whole policy process, the task force in the Cabinet Secretariat played a central role. Meanwhile, the MOFA was suffering from a power struggle between its officials and Foreign Minister Makiko Tanaka. The Koizumi administration also questioned the competence of Tanaka to handle Diet deliberations without making mistakes. As a result, the Cabinet Secretariat took charge of the legislation, as allowed under the new Cabinet Law. CCS Yasuo Fukuda answered questions in the Diet, symbolizing the secretariat’s leadership of the legislation.65 The antiterrorism legislation passed in the Diet after just three weeks of deliberations. It was a smooth passage for such major, history-making legislation.

Based on the legislation, SDF vessels were dispatched to the Indian Ocean to provide refueling activities to vessels of the multinational forces. The SDF activities continued until 2009 and were highly appreciated by the international community, as Japan showed its willingness to contribute to international security beyond its checkbook diplomacy in the first Gulf War.

After the legislation was passed, Prime Minister Koizumi tried to take advantage of the momentum created to also pass the contingency legislation, which would provide a framework for dealing with an emergency in case of a military attack on Japan. The proposed bills clarified the government’s decision-making process, strengthened the authority of the prime minister, facilitated action by the Self-Defense Forces, and allowed for limitations on personal rights in times of national emergency. This was the first attempt since the end of World War II for Japan’s cabinet to pass new bills governing the nation’s response to a military attack.

The Koizumi government followed the same strategy to enact legislation that would provide a permanent legal framework for allowing the SDF to use force in the event of an armed attack against Japan. Basically the same task force within the Cabinet Secretariat restarted its original task of drafting the contingency bills. Although the bills were suspended during the Diet sessions in 2002, in May 2003 during the ordinary session they passed the lower house after an agreement was reached between the ruling coalition and the Democratic Party. A combined 90 percent of the members who attended voted for one of the most controversial pieces of legislation in Japan’s postwar history.

The same strategy was also adopted for the Iraq Special Measures Law (Law Concerning the Special Measures on the Humanitarian and Reconstruction Assistance Activities in Iraq). The task force in the Cabinet Secretariat drafted the new laws that would enable the dispatch of the Self-Defense Forces to Iraq for active contribution to humanitarian and reconstruction activities there. The legislation passed the Diet in July 2003, and the Japanese government dispatched the Self-Defense Forces to Iraq in February 2004.

KOIZUMI AND NORTH KOREA

Another foreign policy development by Prime Minister Koizumi was his visit to Pyongyang in September 2002. In January of that year, the North Korean attitude toward Japan drastically changed. The State of the Union address by President George W. Bush identified North Korea as part of “the axis of evil.” In the same speech Bush condemned Pyongyang by saying, “Some of these regimes have been pretty quiet since September the 11th. But we know their true nature. North Korea is a regime arming with missiles and weapons of mass destruction, while starving its citizens.”66 After taking the Bush administration expressed its strong stance against Pyongyang, the Kim Chong Il regime approached the Japanese government seeking normalization of relations with Japan, which would make it difficult for the United States to attack North Korea. The normalization would be accompanied by economic aid to Pyongyang. The MOFA’s Asian and Oceanian Affairs Bureau chief, Hitoshi Tanaka, saw a good opportunity. He stated, “As America took a hard policy toward North Korea, it looked toward at us. It was an opportunity for us.”67

After contacting the North Korean negotiator, Tanaka consulted with Deputy CCS Furukawa. Furukawa encouraged him by saying it was a “great moral cause” to solve the abduction issue, normalize diplomatic relations, and contribute to peace in the peninsula.68 Then Tanaka asked Prime Minister Koizumi if he would be willing to visit Pyongyang. Koizumi’s answer was, “Let’s make peace in the Korean Peninsula. In order to do so, we need to normalize Japan–North Korea relations by comprehensively solving the nuclear and abduction issues.” Tanaka testified that Koizumi’s belief in this never changed throughout his tenure.69

The minimum necessary condition set by the Japanese government was that North Korea provide information about Japanese abductees and make apology. But the Kim regime did not provide such information before the prime minister’s visit to Pyongyang. As the bilateral negotiations hit a deadlock, Prime Minister Koizumi made a political decision, saying, “I am going to North Korea in order to make grand-scale peace. Even without receiving the information prior to the visit, I will go.”70

Based on the prime minister’s determination, Tanaka continued to negotiate with his North Korean counterpart. After a series of negotiations, Tanaka was convinced that Kim Chong Il would admit to having abducted Japanese nationals and offer an apology, and that North Koreans would provide information about the abductees and promise to return the Japanese who were still alive.

With this conviction, Koizumi became the first Japanese prime minister to visit North Korea, on September 17, 2002. As promised, the North Koreans provided information on the current status of the abductees before the summit meeting. But the information was shocking to the Japanese delegates: eight of the abductees had already died, and only five survived. As the Japanese delegates were smothered in depression, Prime Minister Koizumi stated his will: “It is neither our task to react or to involve ourselves in the issue emotionally. For our nation, it is important to get those still alive back home. For those whom they claim to be dead, we will demand thorough information.”71 At the morning session of the summit meeting, Koizumi brought up the abduction issue. Kim, however, did not admit or apologize for the abduction.

During the lunch break, the Japanese delegates got together in the waiting room. Deputy CCS Shinzō Abe voiced his opinion, knowing their conversation was wiretapped, that if the North Koreans did not admit or apologize for the abductions, the delegates should go back without signing a joint statement. Abe’s statement changed the North Korean attitude. In the afternoon meeting, Kim admitted that the abduction was conducted by “part of North Korea’s special organizations” and offered an apology to Koizumi. After receiving this statement, Japan signed the Pyongyang Declaration, which announced the commencement of normalization talks and included assurances from Japan of wide-ranging economic assistance in return for North Korea’s “appropriate measures” on the abduction issue and a resolution of “security problems including nuclear and missile issues.”

At the same time, Koizumi demanded the return of the five known surviving abductees. On October 15 the five arrived in Japan to reunite with their families and relatives after twenty-four years of abduction. The Japanese public reacted with overwhelming fury at the revelation of the kidnappings.

Although the North Koreans offered only a temporary visit, the abductees wanted to stay in Japan. Abe proposed that the prime minister not return the Japanese nationals to North Korea. On October 24, despite strong opposition from MOFA, Koizumi decided to allow the five to remain in Japan. Further, Tokyo demanded that North Korea allow other family members to join the returnees. Pyongyang denounced the Japanese government for betraying its trust and warned that it would postpone the bilateral security talks.

Some skeptics saw Koizumi’s visit to Pyongyang as an attempt to recover his popularity, which had plunged after his sacking of popular foreign minister Makiko Tanaka in January 2002. If so, he succeeded. According to an Asahi Shimbun poll announced immediately after the Pyongyang meeting (September 19), 81 percent of those polled appreciated the meeting, and the Koizumi cabinet’s approval rating rose from 51 to 61 percent.

In another Asahi Shimbun poll, dated November 5, 78 percent of respondents supported the Koizumi government’s call for North Korea to abolish its nuclear program and return the abductees’ family members. The poll also showed that as many as 95 percent expressed their concern about North Korea’s nuclear program. Later in December, North Korea declared that it had resumed operation of its nuclear reprocessing facilities and expelled the International Atomic Energy Agency’s inspectors. North Korea’s brinkmanship posed a significant security threat to Japan and strengthened public support for the prime minister.

When North Korea launched seven missiles on July 5, 2006, it raised Japanese security concerns to an even higher level. At the end of May, the Koizumi government had been informed by American intelligence agencies about North Korean preparations for missile tests. CCS Shinzō Abe swiftly instructed Assistant CCS Hiroyasu Andō to prepare action plans to handle matters if North Korea tested missiles.

On June 15 Abe visited the American ambassador to Japan, Thomas Schieffer, and asked him to come to the Kantei when a planned missile test was suspected in order to exchange views and to demonstrate strong security cooperation between Japan and the United States. Abe and Schieffer also agreed to form a joint project team of experts in intelligence, defense, and foreign affairs. On that day the first meeting of the project team was held. By the end of June, the project team came up with plans for sanctions against North Korea. The plan included nine items: (1) a strong protest to the North Korean government; (2) disallowing the Mangyong Bong, a North Korean cargo and passenger vessel, to anchor at a Japanese port; (3) disallowing the entry of North Korean officials; (4) disallowing the reentry of officials of North Korean organizations in Japan; (5) disallowing Japanese official visits to North Korea; (6) disallowing the landing of charter flights between Japan and North Korea; (7) stricter export controls related to North Korea; (8) stricter execution of the laws on illegal activities by North Koreans; and (9) preparation for other measures.72

Meanwhile, MOFA, under the leadership of Minister Tarō Asō, began talking with foreign governments. Asō met with the American ambassador to ask for U.S. cooperation to immediately hold a United Nations Security Council meeting after an expected missile test, and to jointly send a strong message to Pyongyang. MOFA also contacted the French government, which then held the chairmanship of the Security Council, for a smooth operation of the Council.73

Abe asked two of his deputies as well as Foreign Minister Asō and Defense Minister Fukushirō Nukaga not to leave the Tokyo metropolitan area in case the suspected missile test took place. Thanks to this arrangement, Abe and the four officials gathered within an hour after the first news of the missile test came in at 4:00 a.m. Abe held the first press conference at 6:18 a.m. and met with Ambassador Schieffer half an hour later to announce their cooperation regarding the incident. At 7:24 a.m. the Koizumi cabinet held a Security Council meeting to authorize the nine-item plan that the joint team had prepared. This plan was immediately implemented. For example, the Mangyong Bong was scheduled to anchor at a Niigata port on that day but was kept out of the port.74

Foreign Minister Asō instructed the Japanese representative to the United Nations in New York to promptly submit the prepared draft of a resolution to the Security Council. Asō then had a telephone conversation with Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice and confirmed that the United States and Japan would request a strong condemnation by the UN Security Council. After this conversation he talked with the Korean and Chinese foreign ministers to tell them that Japan and the United States were unified on this issue. Asō also called the foreign ministers of Russia, France, and Great Britain to ask for cooperation.75

Japanese diplomatic officials at the Representative Office had prepared a resolution that referred to article 7 of the UN Charter, which would authorize member states to implement strong sanctions against North Korea. They had lobbied officials of the other Security Council member states and received agreement from seven other nations, including the United States, to cosponsor the resolution. Therefore it was not too difficult to get the required two-thirds majority at the council, which had fifteen members. But China, with veto power, was initially not supportive of the proposal. Instead, Chinese officials proposed a chairman’s statement with no legally binding power. Both Japan and the United States strongly opposed this plan.

China then asked for time to negotiate with North Korea, which the Security Council granted. Beijing sent Vice Foreign Minister Wu Dawei, but in vain. China eventually compromised and agreed to support the resolution on the condition that explicit reference to article 7 was removed. As a result, on July 15 the first resolution submitted by Japan to the UN Security Council was unanimously approved.

In the three case studies of foreign policy described above, the Kantei played a central role. For the antiterrorism legislation, the task force in the Cabinet Secretariat, instead of MOFA, drafted an important piece of national security legislation to be approved by the cabinet within a short period of four weeks. On the abduction issue, Prime Minister Koizumi and then Deputy CCS Abe made a series of political decisions beyond the scenario prepared by MOFA officials. In response to the North Korean missile test, Abe, by then CCS, in cooperation with Foreign Minister Asō, led a top-down style of decision making to successfully pass the first Japan-sponsored resolution at the UN Security Council. These cases under the Koizumi administration demonstrated a major shift from MOFA-led policy making to top-down decision making by the Kantei.

ACHIEVEMENTS AND FAILURES UNDER ABE

In the LDP presidential race to succeed Koizumi, Chief Cabinet Secretary Shinzō Abe won the election with wide support from across the LDP factions. When he formed his cabinet, Abe chose his friends and allies as cabinet ministers to reward them for their support. The first Abe cabinet at the outset received as high as a 63 percent approval rating, according to an Asahi Shimbun survey.76

Prime Minister Abe wanted to strengthen the Kantei in order to promote top-down decision making, as Koizumi did. The key position of CCS was given to Yasuhisa Shiozaki, a former Bank of Japan official known for his economic policy expertise. When Abe served as LDP secretary general, Shiozaki worked for him on the party reform. Abe was quite impressed with Shiozaki’s administrative skills and asked him to assist his cabinet as CCS.77 Abe removed Administrative Deputy CCS Masahiro Futahashi and asked his longtime friend Junzō Matoba, a former MOF official who retired as vice minister of the Land Agency in 1990, to assume the top position in the entire bureaucracy.78 But as sixteen years had passed since Matoba had left the government, his ties with key bureaucratic officials were very limited.

To strengthen his support team, Abe appointed LDP Diet members to five positions as special advisers, the maximum number allowed by the revised Cabinet Law: Yuriko Koike (in charge of national security); Takumi Nemoto (economic and fiscal policy); Kyōko Nakayama (abduction); Eriko Yamatani (education); and Hiroshige Sekō (public relations). These advisers held office in the Kantei, and their appointments were regarded as Abe’s determination as prime minister to take on policy initiatives.

In terms of fiscal policy making, Abe appointed Hiroko Ōta, as minister of economic and fiscal policy, to head CEFP meetings. Abe aimed to continue Koizumi’s policy to pursue fiscal reform without a tax increase. He believed that economic growth should come first, and that Japan’s fiscal balance would improve with a higher growth rate without a tax increase. This position led Abe to clash head on with Ministry of Finance officials, who wanted to raise the consumption tax and began acting as veto players against the prime minister.

Abe also appointed Masaaki Honma as chairman of the Government Tax Commission. Honma had been one of the most active supporters of the Koizumi reforms at the CEFP and aimed to support Abe’s growth-first policy by opposing a tax increase and lowering the effective rate of corporate income taxes. Upon assuming the chairmanship, Honma moved the Secretariat of the Tax Commission from the MOF to the Cabinet Office. This upset the MOF because the ministry would not be able to control the agenda of tax reform as it had been doing. In December, however, when a magazine article reported that Honma was using a government apartment to house his mistress, he was forced to resign from the chairmanship. Some experts suspected that MOF officials who were offended by Honma’s actions and his stance against tax increases had intentionally leaked the information to the media.79 This was the first sign of the scandals that would lead to Abe’s declining power in the domestic policy arena.

During his first month in office, Abe’s popularity dropped by 10 percent. Compared with the outspoken Koizumi, Abe’s standpoint was seen as ambiguous by 55 percent of respondents. This was largely due to Abe’s decision to allow eleven of the party rebels to come back to the LDP after being expelled by Koizumi for voting against the postal reform.80 Abe had to face declining popular support from the beginning of his term. This development allowed the veto players within the LDP to fight against the prime minister’s policy initiatives.

At the CEFP Abe and Ōta confronted the LDP construction zoku by announcing their intention to use road-related taxes for broader purposes. Road-related taxes, about 3.5 trillion yen a year, were used only for road construction to meet the demands of LDP politicians for more roads in their home districts. Many critics pointed out that these taxes were being used for wasteful and unnecessary road construction projects and that the funds should instead go into the general revenue. At the November 30 CEFP meeting, Abe announced that he would like to shift the road-related taxes to the general revenue. After a fierce battle between the Kantei and LDP zoku members, a political compromise was reached. The government would put only the surplus road tax revenue into the general expenditures after the funds for necessary road construction projects had been spent. The failure to move all the money into the general account was a major setback for Abe’s plan to cut the fiscal deficit. CCS Shiozaki and Deputy CCS Matoba did not have enough administrative skill or political resources to mobilize Abe’s top-down policy initiative. The Abe cabinet, with its declining popularity, could not fully take advantage of the CEFP to push forward his fiscal policy making reforms against the other veto players.

Another issue that Abe and Ōta picked up at the CEFP was civil service system reform, which even Koizumi had avoided during his tenure. In December 2006 private-sector members of the CEFP introduced a policy paper calling for the termination of amakudari, the institutional practice by which senior bureaucrats were placed in high-profile positions in the private and public sectors.81 This practice was increasingly viewed as a drag on the private sector and the state that prevented structural reform. The paper was keenly criticized by the ministers of the MOF and the Ministry of Economy, Trade, and Industry.82 Even at the Kantei, Deputy CCS Matoba saw the paper as antibureaucrat and was so upset that he boycotted the CEFP meeting. In addition, Administrative Reform Minister Genichirō Sata was not actively supportive of the bureaucratic reform. Abe and Ōta were surrounded by these veto players within his cabinet.83

The situation changed after Minister Sata resigned because of a political funds scandal and Yoshimi Watanabe, a leader of bureaucratic reform within the LDP, succeeded him. Newly appointed ministers are usually not prepared for their first press conference and tend to rely on prepared memos from the bureaucrats. Watanabe, however, without such a memo, talked passionately about his determination to pursue bureaucratic reform.84 The bureaucrats strongly reacted to this appointment. Deputy CCS Matoba even threatened Watanabe: “The amakudari issue was over at the CEFP last year. If you pick it up again, there will be a coup.”85

Prime Minister Abe, however, was supportive of Watanabe’s reform effort. In March 2007 an independent lower house member submitted a question to the cabinet, asking whether the government forced private companies to accept retired bureaucrats. Watanabe prepared an answer that there were cases seen as forceful from the perspective of the people. This answer was first presented at the administrative vice-ministerial meeting and rejected. Abe decided to bring it to the cabinet meeting against the decision of the subcabinet meeting. This was the first incident in the over 120-year history of the subcabinet meeting in which one of its decisions was repealed by the cabinet.86

Watanabe prepared the bureaucratic reform legislation that would prohibit the custom of amakudari and establish instead a government-run placement center. This bill was enacted at the end of June 2007. However, for this law to be effective, the National Public Service Law needed to be revised. During the short tenure of the Abe cabinet, the bureaucratic reform was not completed, but it was later brought back under the Fukuda and Asō cabinets.

At the CEFP another important goal was to form Basic Policies, like those used by the Koizumi administration, to organize and pursue reform goals. But the power balance between the CEFP and the LDP had changed after Koizumi’s October 2005 cabinet reshuffle. Kaoru Yosano, known as a pro-MOF member, took over as minister in charge of the CEFP, and the CEFP soon came under strong control of bureaucrats. To continue Koizumi’s reform policy with regard to government financial institutions, Takenaka approached LDP secretary general Hidenao Nakagawa, who supported major restructuring of those institutions. While Yosano’s CEFP presented arguments to preserve the current financial institutions, the LDP submitted a drastic reform plan. Koizumi fully supported the LDP plan to pursue, and the CEFP was no longer a control tower of economic policy in the last eleven months of the Koizumi cabinet.

When Ōta became the minister in charge of CEFP under the Abe cabinet, therefore, the council was already under strong bureaucratic control, and its power balance with the LDP was weakened. While Koizumi largely ignored the traditional preapproval process by the LDP, Ōta had to offer many compromises in the negotiations with the LDP in the process of forming the 2007 Basic Policy.87 As a result, the Abe cabinet could not effectively utilize the CEFP in the area of domestic reform.

Although Abe tried to strengthen the Kantei, his attempt was unsuccessful. Many in the government pointed out that the appointment of five special advisers did not work well. Under the Koizumi government the CEFP played a pivotal role in domestic reform policies, while the prime minister’s special assistants were former senior officials who coordinated with the bureaucracy over the policies made by the CEFP. On the other hand, Abe appointed Diet members to all five adviser positions, and they competed to independently pursue their own policies. They created unnecessary confusion and turf battles between the CEFP and cabinet ministers.88 These developments under the Abe administration showed that institutions were only the necessary condition to exercise strong leadership. Taking advantage of them requires the prime minister’s political will to fight against the other veto players, public support, and appropriate appointments in key positions for reform.

In strong contrast, Abe made several outstanding achievements in the area of foreign policy by moving quickly to improve relations with China and South Korea. During Koizumi’s leadership, the prime minister’s visit to Yasukuni Shrine offended Chinese and South Korean political leaders. Prime Minister Abe promised that, unlike Koizumi, he would not publicly visit the shrine in his official capacity of prime minister, though he refused to say whether he would visit it in private. In response, Chinese and South Korean leaders welcomed Abe’s visit to Beijing and Seoul in October 2006, which significantly improved Japan’s bilateral relationships with the two countries.

Abe also pushed forward three major pieces of national security legislation. First, he successfully enacted legislation to upgrade the Defense “Agency” to a “Ministry.” Under the Koizumi government, the role of the SDF expanded to contribute to improving the international security environment. As the Defense Agency had been located under the Cabinet Office, the agency’s budget requests and all its legislative actions needed to go through that office. Turning the agency into a ministry would remove such bureaucratic complications and would greatly improve the morale of its officials. The bill was coupled with a revision of the Self-Defense Forces Law, which elevated deployments outside of Japan to participate in UN peacekeeping operations or to provide logistical support for U.S. forces to one of the SDF’s primary activities. The legislation passed the Diet in December 2006 with the support of not only the ruling parties but also the DPJ and the People’s New Party (PNP, or Kokumin Shintō).

Second, Abe moved to establish procedures for a national referendum to amend the constitution. Although the constitution requires a national referendum for revision, there had been no law to govern the procedures. Legislation to set up these procedures had long been regarded as the first step toward revising the war-renouncing constitution and had been strongly opposed by the Socialist Party. The government party legislation was originally submitted in May 2006 under the Koizumi administration, but deliberations on the bill were not conducted until that fall under the Abe administration. The largest opposition party, the DPJ, submitted its own version of the legislation. The main difference was that the governing parties’ version limited the referendum to constitutional revision while the DPJ broadened the range to include other important laws. The ruling parties’ proposal passed the Diet on May 14, 2007.

Third, the Abe administration introduced a bill to facilitate changes regarding U.S. forces in Japan. The law would give subsidies to local governments that cooperate with these changes. Japan and the United States agreed to specific changes regarding U.S. forces, including reducing the number of marines stationed in Okinawa, moving the U.S. Army 1st Corps Headquarters from the state of Washington to Zama, Kanagawa prefecture, and further integrating Japanese and U.S. military capabilities. The legislation was enacted on May 23, 2007.

These legislative proposals were initiated and delivered with strong leadership from Prime Minister Abe. But these bills were not introduced by the Cabinet Secretariat as in the top-down decision-making style of the Koizumi administration. The Defense Agency itself proposed that it be turned into a ministry. The referendum bill was proposed by LDP and Kōmeitō legislators. The MOFA and the Defense Ministry prepared the facilitation of U.S. bases. The only national security–related bill introduced by the Cabinet Secretariat was one to establish a National Security Council. This bill, however, was not even discussed in the Diet during Abe’s tenure and eventually died under the Fukuda administration. Despite his achievements in the foreign policy area, Abe did not take advantage of the Kantei’s strengthened institutions.

On the political front, the Abe administration was attacked by the DPJ in the Diet for the missing pension records. In February 2007 DPJ lower house member Akira Nagatsuma pointed out in a budget committee meeting that there were a great number of cases of missing pensions.89 Officials of the Ministry of Welfare and Labor told Abe that this was not going to be a big issue as the data actually existed.90 As Abe promoted administrative reform, and the Social Insurance Agency, which handled pension records, became one of the targets owing to the inefficiency of its employees. In May the news was widely circulated that there existed fifty million cases of missing pension records. The media attacked the Abe administration for its inadequate response to the earlier question by Nagatsuma. Many LDP members believed that it was an intentional leak by the Social Insurance Agency officials. They labeled it “suicidal terrorism” to stop administrative reform drive by the Abe administration.91 The massive media coverage on this issue further eroded public support for the Abe cabinet.

In addition, a series of scandals and controversial remarks involving cabinet members provoked public outrage. One month after Administrative Reform Minister Sata stepped down, Health and Labor Minister Hakuo Yanagisawa, in his public speech on the declining birth rate, referred to women as “childbearing machines.”92 Agricultural Minister Toshiharu Matsuoka was accused of misusing political funds. After continuing media coverage and accusations in the Diet committee hearing in May 2007, Matsuoka became Japan’s first cabinet member in active service to commit suicide. One month later Defense Minister Fumio Kyūma resigned after his statement that the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945 “could not be helped” in order to prevent the Soviet Union from occupying parts of Japan. Norihiko Akagi, who succeeded Matsuoka as agriculture minister, was also accused by the media of misusing political funds.93 This series of misbehaviors by cabinet ministers were a huge blow to the Abe government. According to an Asahi Shimbun survey in early July, the approval rate of the Abe cabinet plummeted to 28 percent.94

DEVELOPMENTS UNDER FUKUDA AND ASŌ

As a result, in the July 2007 upper house elections, the LDP lost and the DPJ became the largest party in the house. While Abe did stay in power even after this defeat, he suddenly announced his resignation on September 12 on health grounds. Former CCS Yasuo Fukuda defeated LDP secretary general Tarō Asō in the LDP presidential election to become prime minister. The approval rating for the Fukuda cabinet at the outset was 53 percent in an Asahi Shimbun poll, a significant recovery from the end of the Abe cabinet.95

Fukuda reappointed most of the cabinet members to their same positions as under the Abe administration. Among the few exceptions were Foreign Minister Nobutaka Machimura, who was appointed to the important post of CCS, and Education Minister Bunmei Ibuki, who took the powerful position of LDP secretary general.96 In addition, Fukuda reappointed former administrative deputy CCS Futahashi to his old position. Abe had made a mistake by appointing his friends to important positions, including CCS and deputy CCS, but Fukuda appointed competent officials to these key positions.

With the loss of the majority in the upper house, the Fukuda cabinet had to face the powerful partisan veto players, who could reject most of the legislative bills sent up. While reform efforts by the Koizumi and Abe administrations were pursued against the opposition of the ministries and their patron zoku members, Fukuda could not afford to fight with these veto players. To conduct domestic reform, Fukuda formed the joint conference of the government and the ruling parties on social security and tax reform.

The CEFP was no longer in a pivotal position on domestic reform. Ōta was reappointed as minister in charge of the council, and other members were reappointed as well. They were asked to form policy for economic growth. In the 2008 Basic Policies, Ōta and her CEFP came up with four pillars of economic policies: (1) a 2.2 million job increase; (2) sector-specific productivity improvement; (3) globalization policies; and (4) further promotion of Japan’s strength. Although the cabinet approved the Basic Policies in June 2008, Fukuda’s resignation in September made it impossible for them to be reflected in the government budget.97 The Fukuda cabinet constituted another example showing that without the prime minister’s political will to fight against the other veto players and without public support, the national leader could not display strong leadership in a substantial reform.

However, the Fukuda cabinet did have a major achievement in bureaucratic reform. Yoshimi Watanabe was reappointed as administrative reform minister, and he came up with a plan to establish the Cabinet Human Resource Office and the Center for Personnel Interchanges Between the Government and Private Entities. The former would centralize the appointive authority of high government officials under the cabinet, and the latter would handle the placement of government officials in the private sector. The Center for Personnel Interchanges would prohibit amakudari, under which the government forced private companies to hire ex-bureaucrats with salaries and retirement fees far above the market standard. Instead, the newly created center would offer career search services to bureaucrats based on market needs. Because of bureaucratic opposition, CCS Machimura tried to block some of Watanabe’s reform plan. At first Fukuda was not interested in bureaucratic reform, but later he became very supportive of Watanabe’s effort.98 In June 2008 the Basic Law on Reform of the National Public Service System passed the Diet, setting a framework to establish the new institutions.

On the national security policy front, the legislation to continue the SDF mission in the Indian Ocean for antiterrorism activities became a major issue in the fall 2007 Diet session. Abe’s sudden resignation made it logistically impossible to extend the existing Antiterrorism Special Measures Law before its expiration on November 1. The Fukuda administration introduced new legislation that would dispatch the maritime SDF only for refueling operations to support maritime inspections in the Indian Ocean.

DPJ president Ichirō Ozawa publicly announced his opposition to the legislation. He proposed an alternative idea to promote Japan’s participation in the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) on Afghanistan soil, an operation that had been authorized by the United Nations. However, Ozawa’s idea was not widely accepted by other DPJ members, as ground activities by the ISAF would be riskier than maritime operations. In November Ozawa met with Prime Minister Fukuda and agreed to form a coalition government with the LDP, although this idea did not reach fruition. This second initiative by Ozawa also met with strong opposition within the DPJ, and Ozawa publicly announced his resignation as DPJ president. Although he was persuaded to keep the presidency, this turmoil confused the DPJ’s Diet operation regarding the antiterrorism legislation.

In December 2007 the ruling parties decided to extend the Diet session in order to pass the legislation with a two-thirds majority in the lower house, which would override the rejection by the upper house under article 59 of the constitution. On January 11, 2008, the legislation was enacted to authorize the government to restart maritime operations in the Indian Ocean.

Overriding the legislative action was politically risky, and the Fukuda administration had to utilize this measure with special caution. In January 2008, for example, LDP secretary general Bunmei Ibuki tried to use this tactic when he introduced a proposal that would extend the controversial temporary gasoline tax. However, this attempt met strong public resentment and Ibuki had to withdraw the proposal, leading to the expiration of the tax at the end of March. On April 30 the Fukuda cabinet passed the legislation to revive the gasoline tax with a two-thirds majority in the lower house.

This incident, however, exemplified the vulnerability of the Fukuda cabinet, with its unstable power base. After the passage, Fukuda’s job approval rating plummeted to 20 percent, which was considered a politically dangerous level.99 As his public support stayed at the low level of 20–25 percent between May and August,100 Fukuda announced his resignation on September 9, hoping that his successor would be able to dissolve the lower house under a better political environment after the subsequent election.

When Tarō Asō took the prime ministership, his cabinet initially received support from 48 percent of the public.101 Asō, however, did not immediately dissolve the lower house as Fukuda had hoped. On September 15 Lehman Brothers filed for bankruptcy protection; the largest bankruptcy filing in the history, by a company with assets over 600 billion dollars, gravely affected global financial markets. In the aftermath of the Lehman shock, the prime minister declared that he would postpone the general election in order to achieve economic recovery.

Asō appointed Kaoru Yosano back to the post of minister in charge of the CEFP. Yosano had no intention of taking advantage of the CEFP to promote domestic reform plans.102 For example, he stated in an upper house budget committee meeting that the CEFP should not make policy decisions; rather, final decisions should be made by Diet members.

Asō shared Yosano’s view. The two felt that the Japanese economy had been hit hard by the Lehman shock as well as the deregulation pursued by Koizumi and Takenaka. They preferred the bureaucracy-led economic policy, which would protect the traditional supporters of the LDP. Asō had no interest in pursuing drastic reform against the other veto players in the government and the LDP. As a result, the prime minister delivered two economic stimulus packages: one of five trillion yen for FY2008 and one of fifteen trillion yen for FY2009.

Asō’s probureaucracy attitude also showed in his effort to reverse the bureaucracy reform. The establishment of the Center for Personnel Interchanges had been designed to stop the custom of amakudari. When the center was established under the Asō cabinet, its internal regulation set the lower limit of business contracts of private corporations with the government at 100 million yen, with exceptions for personnel with a high degree of expertise.103 This effectively allowed all bureaucrats to float into positions with their career background.

The Basic Law enacted under the Fukuda cabinet had prohibited the government from arranging for former bureaucrats to move from one private entity to another. Asō, however, issued a government ordinance establishing loopholes that would revive the bureaucratic custom. Watanabe, upset at this situation, wrote an open letter to Asō asking whether the prime minister was going to allow the old custom, but Asō ignored the letter. In protest, Watanabe left the LDP to form a new party, the Your Party.

On the national security front, Asō successfully passed the legislation to extend the SDF’s refueling activities in the Indian Ocean, and he enacted antipiracy legislation to dispatch SDF ships to protect foreign vessels from pirate attacks off Somalia. However, public support for his cabinet steadily declined.

When Asō finally decided to dissolve the lower house in July 2009, his support rate was as low as 17 percent.104 In the August 30 general election, the DPJ recorded a historic victory, capturing 308 seats in the 480-member lower house to bounce the LDP out of power. The next chapter examines how the electoral system change of 1994 led to this power shift.
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IN THE PREVIOUS CHAPTER WE SAW how institutional changes affected the decision-making process and strengthened the prime ministerial leadership under the Koizumi government. As described, the 1994 electoral system change shifted the power balance within the LDP, contributing to the establishment of the Koizumi administration. The electoral modifications also brought structural changes outside of the government, which eventually created a power shift that led to the DPJ government in September 2009. This chapter explores how the electoral changes affected Japan’s political system.

DIRECT IMPACT OF THE INSTITUTIONAL CHANGES

The LDP greatly benefited from the malapportionment under the old multimember-district election system, which overrepresented rural districts. As the LDP offered agricultural subsidies and public works to these areas where a high percentage of voters engaged in primary industries and the construction business, the longtime ruling party enjoyed overwhelming popularity in rural Japan. Although there was a massive population shift during Japan’s high economic growth period, the LDP was hesitant to change the boundaries of the old districts. Under the old electoral system, in four different suits the Supreme Court ruled the malapportionment status unconstitutional as the maximum disparity was greater than 1:3.1 The LDP government constantly came up with temporary solutions by making minor adjustments to decrease the disparity.

According to a study by Taku Sugawara, the LDP had enjoyed an average bonus of 17.2 seats owing to malapportionment in the eight general elections between 1972 and 1993. The LDP’s bonus seats decreased to an average of 3.3 seats in the first four elections under the SMD system2 (see table 4.1). These bonus seats created significant changes under the old electoral system. In the 1983 general election, for example, the LDP captured 250 seats, including 22 bonus seats, in the 512-seat lower house. The LDP was able to form a majority government by making a coalition with the New Liberal Club. Without the bonus seats, the LDP might not have been able to form a majority and could have lost control of the government.

After the new electoral laws were introduced in 1994, new boundaries were drawn to create three hundred SMDs. One of the laws specifically restricted the maximum disparity to no greater than 1:2.3 However, the same law also created a disparity from the beginning by allocating one seat to each prefecture in addition to the seats allocated purely in proportion to population. As a result, the disparity in the first general election under the new SMD system in 1996 was a ratio of 1:2.3. The court ruled in 1999 that the disparity was constitutional as the election was conducted during a transitional period.

TABLE 4.1 The LDP’s bonus seats in the lower house




	YEAR
	ELECTORAL SYSTEM
	TOTAL SEATS
	LDP SEATS
	ADJUSTED LDP SEATS*
	BONUS SEATS



	1972
	   MMD
	491
	271
	251.1
	+119.9



	1976
	   MMD
	511
	249
	234.1
	+114.9



	1979
	   MMD
	511
	248
	230.3
	+117.7



	1980
	   MMD
	511
	284
	268.3
	+115.7



	1983
	   MMD
	511
	250
	228.1
	+121.9



	1986
	   MMD
	512
	300
	281.7
	+118.3



	1990
	   MMD
	512
	275
	263.9
	+111.1



	1993
	   MMD
	511
	223
	204.8
	+118.2



	1996
	   SMD
	300
	169
	164.0
	+15.0



	2000
	   SMD
	300
	177
	171.1
	+15.9



	2003
	   SMD
	300
	168
	162.8
	+25.2



	2005
	   SMD
	300
	219
	222.0
	−23.0





Source: Sugawara Taku (2009), note 3.

*Adjusted LDP seats were calculated in the following manner. If a five-seat districts had a population size that would deserve 5.5 seats, two seats captured by the LDP would be counted as 2.2 seats (5.5 × (2/5) = 2.2). This adjustment was made for all districts in order to calculate the total adjusted LDP seats.

Although the LDP’s bonus seats decreased with the electoral reform, the ruling party was able to increase lower house seats in the first election under the new SMD system in 1996. The LDP received only 38.6 percent of total votes in SMDs and 32.7 percent in proportional representation districts. But with these numbers of votes, the LDP was still able to capture 239 seats in the 500 lower house seats (47.8 percent), enabling the party to form a single-party minority government.

To compete with the LDP under the SMD system, the Japan Renewal Party, the Kōmeitō, the Japan New Party, the Democratic Socialist Party, and a couple of smaller groups that had broken away from the LDP merged to form the New Frontier Party (NFP) in December 1994. The NFP received nearly an equal numbers of votes (30 percent) in PR districts, garnering 60 seats. But in SMDs the NFP won only 96 seats (32 percent), with 30 percent of votes. In the three hundred SMDs, nearly one thousand non-LDP candidates were put forth, and anti-LDP votes were split among the opposition parties.4 As a result, the LDP won 169 seats in these SMDs (56.3 percent).

The Democratic Party of Japan faced an election just two weeks after its inauguration. The DPJ maintained the same number of lower seats (52) as its preelection number. The Socialist Party lost its traditional supporters’ votes by forming the coalition government with the LDP and decreased its seat numbers from 30 to 15. The Communist Party captured those votes and increased its seats from 15 to 26.

In 1997 another series of electoral system reforms was brought about. For many years there had been a gap in voter turnouts between urban and rural areas. Voters in rural areas had benefited greatly from the pork-barrel politics of the LDP and displayed their appreciation with high voter turnouts. On the other hand, in urban areas voters’ interest in politics was not as high as in the countryside and naturally resulted in low voter turnouts. This significantly benefited the LDP.

After the 1996 general election recorded the lowest voter turnout, 59.7 percent, reforms were introduced in an attempt to increase the number of voters. First, voting hours were extended by two hours until 8 p.m. Second, parents were allowed to bring their small children to the balloting stations. Third, the conditions for absentee voting were relaxed. Voters were allowed to vote in hospitals and outside their residential areas or by mail. In 2003 absentee voting was also allowed in residential areas for an extended period of one week prior to the election date. These institutional changes significantly increased voter turnouts in urban areas in the 2005 and 2009 general elections, helped along by the amount of attention paid by the media, which further motivated the public to vote.

This tendency was clearly illustrated by Sugawara’s study, which divides the three hundred SMDs into ten categories based on his rural-urban scale, which considers the ratio of the population engaged in primary industries and the construction business.5 In the 1993 election, voter turnout is illustrated as a steep, upward-sloping curve that is low in urban areas and high in rural areas. In the 1996–2000 elections, the curves are also upward sloping, though they are not as steep as in 1993. However, in 2005 and 2009, the voter turnout curves are much flatter, narrowing the gap between urban and rural areas (see fig. 4.1). The high voter turnout benefited the LDP in the 2005 election under Koizumi and helped the DPJ to take over the government in 2009.
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FIGURE 4.1. Voter Turnouts in Urban and Rural Areas

Source: Sugawara Taku, Seron no Kyokukai: Naze Jimintō wa Taihai Shitanoka (Tokyo: Kōbunsha Shinsho, 2009); see note 5.

Malapportionment remained a problem in the 2000s. Although the maximum disparity was greater than 1:2 in the 2000 and 2005 general elections, the Supreme Court decided the current status was constitutional for a transitional period. This led to a major civilian movement calling for a more equal vote weight. The Keizai Dōyūkai (Japan Association of Corporate Executives), one of the four major business organizations in Japan, was one of the groups in the movement. Finally, in March 2011 the Supreme Court ruled that the disparity in the 2009 general election with a maximum ratio of 1:2.3 was unconstitutional because more than ten years of the transitional period had passed without more of a balance being reached. The court called for a necessary legislative measure to be taken up in the Diet before the next general election.

CHANGES IN THE LDP

Changes and Continuity of Kōenkai

With the 1994 electoral reform, LDP incumbents had to align their kōenkai to new boundaries under the SMDs. The LDP established a branch and assigned one candidate in each of the three hundred SMDs. In some areas a party had a surplus of candidates. For example, the old Gunma third district had three powerful incumbents, Yasuo Fukuda, Yasuhiro Nakasone, and Keizō Obuchi, and was divided into only two new SMDs. LDP president Ryūtarō Hashimoto assigned Fukuda and Obuchi to the new two districts and requested that Nakasone run in the PR district on the condition that he would be at the top of the party list. In ten districts the LDP introduced the Costa Rica system, in which LDP candidates had to take a turn running in the SMD while the other rotated in the PR election.6 Even in some areas with the right number of incumbents, district assignment was complicated as individual candidates insisted on running in the districts of their greatest strength.

Coordination problems remained after the district allocation was established as well. LDP candidates lost their traditional supporters outside their new districts and had to attract organizational voters in the new area. The LDP encouraged its candidates to establish alliances and cooperation agreements with other candidates to exchange supporters. According to a survey by Yomiuri Shimbun, 83 LDP candidates in the SMDs exchanged the list of their kōenkai members, joint election campaigns were conducted in 49 SMDs, a joint election office was established in 13 SMDs, and the introduction of kōenkai members was carried out in 66 SMDs. In total, some kind of electoral cooperation was accomplished in 215 SMDs out of the 300 SMDs.7

In the rest of the SMDs, no electoral cooperation was conducted, for several reasons. In some districts LDP candidates did not have close personal relationships with other candidates or even had relationships based on hate with former competitors. In several districts the LDP local office supported candidates from other political parties.

Electoral cooperation, of course, varied in terms of success levels. Ray Christensen found a bandwagon effect after examining case studies: “The likely winner in a district was better able to attract wavering potential supporters, and the candidate that seemed headed toward defeat suffered from defections. Though some support organizations might be committed to a specific candidate for ideological reasons, others support candidates for the access that they provide to the government.”8

Such a bandwagon effect was also seen in the cooperation level of the LDP prefectural headquarters toward the SMD candidates. With the electoral system change, the prefectural headquarters played more important roles in almost half (46.7 percent) of the SMDs than they had in previous elections. Among the reasons for their more active roles, respondents observed that the opposition parties had strong candidates, that the prefectural headquarters were responsible for selection of the LDP candidate, and that the headquarters sought control over the candidates. In 15 percent of the SMDs, the headquarters had very little impact on whether an LDP candidate was too strong or too weak, often because there was a major conflict within the headquarters.9 Overall the electoral change made many LDP prefectural headquarters more actively involved in the election campaign.

Many new LDP candidates had to form their kōenkai from scratch as they had nothing to offer other candidates in return. Fortunate candidates, however, could get electoral cooperation from incumbent Diet members. For example, Park Cheol Hee describes the case of Katsuei Hirasawa, who was assigned to run for his first election in the Tokyo 17th district. His district had formerly been part of the old Tokyo 10th district, where two LDP incumbents ran. The two Diet members split traditional LDP support organizations in the districts. With a strong recommendation from senior LDP politician Masaharu Gotōda, Hirasawa was able to get full electoral support from these Diet members. They introduced Hirasawa to their organizational supporters and even sent their assistants to help his election campaign.10

Some scholars argued that kōenkai were a product of the old electoral system, which forced competition among LDP members, and predicted that SMDs would eventually make kōenkai “unnecessary and even irrelevant.”11 After one and a half decades, however, kōenkai have survived. As Bradley M. Richardson and Dennis Patterson describe, virtually all Diet members “mobilized votes through their local organizations and social networks.”12 As mentioned in chapter 1, the 2008 handbook sold at the LDP headquarters encourages LDP candidates to form kōenkai, and kōenkai remain the core of their election campaign to expand their network of supporters.13

Christensen argues that kōenkai remain important because of Japan’s strict regulations over election campaigns. Under the public office election law, candidates and campaign workers are not allowed to make door-to-door visits. The law includes strict regulations on the type of posters and direct mailings, the number of campaign offices and cars, and the amount of expenditures on campaign workers. Many candidates evade these restrictions by conducting most of their personal contacts with voters through kōenkai in the precampaign period, which do not count as formal campaign activities.14
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FIGURE 4.2. Voters’ Affiliation Rate with Kōenkai

Source: Akarui Senkyo Suishin Kyōkai, Dai-kai Shūgiin Sōsenkyo no Jittai: Chōsa Kekka no Gaiyō, March 2006, 54. Unfortunately, the question on kōenkai affiliation was not asked in the 2009 survey by the same organization.

While kōenkai remain an important part of the election strategy of Diet members and candidates, their strength has declined significantly. The affiliation rate of voters with kōenkai decreased from 18 percent in late 1980s to 10 percent in 2005 (see fig. 4.2). A 2010 study by Ko Maeda examined the electoral performance in the 2009 general election of junior LDP incumbents with a less developed personal support base and veteran LDP incumbents with more developed kōenkai but found no statistical difference between them.15 Kōenkai did not significantly insulate LDP candidates from the lower popularity of the LDP government.

Many candidates under the SMD system found the need to reach voters outside their core supporters. To directly contact voters, many DPJ politicians in urban areas began standing in populous areas to give short speeches on their political views. This became a popular election tactic among both DPJ and LDP candidates.

Weakening Factions

The problems caused by LDP factions were the primary reason for the 1994 electoral system and political finance reform. The old multimember-district system of the lower house, with three to five seats in a district, encouraged multiple candidates from the LDP. The competition among candidates from different LDP factions was much fiercer than with the opposition parties because the LDP candidates shared a similar support base. They had to rely not on the party organization but on their faction for financial and other campaign support. The old electoral system, therefore, was considered a cause of political corruption since LDP factions had to actively seek financial resources in order to compete. The new electoral system, with single-member districts, was introduced to weaken some functions of the LDP factions and eliminate factional competition in the general election.

The original purpose of LDP factions was to make their leader prime minister. Faction leaders maintained their factions despite the high cost of supporting members in order to become prime minister someday. The largest LDP faction, led by Kakuei Tanaka and later by Noboru Takeshita, had boasted of unity and had been decisive in the selection of the prime minister since the mid-1970s. When Takeshita’s successor, Keizō Obuchi, ran for LDP presidency in 1998, however, another senior member of the faction, Seiroku Kajiyama, also declared his candidacy. Kajiyama had strong concerns about Japan’s economy after the bubble burst, and he called for a drastic plan to deal with nonperforming loans in the financial sector. Kajiyama left the faction to run against Obuchi. Although Obuchi won the LDP presidential election with 225 votes, Kajiyama fought well, receiving 102 votes with no backing from any factions but relying only on his policy appeal. This symbolized the weakening of factional control over the presidential election and the people’s high expectation for policy initiatives in economic reform.16

In September 1999 Obuchi had to run for reelection as LDP president. This time Kōichi Katō, leader of the Katō faction, challenged him. Katō was highly critical of Obuchi’s fiscal expansion policy, which increased the government deficit. In the LDP presidential election, Obuchi won with 350 votes, but Katō was able to get 113 votes, reportedly including 35 from members of the Obuchi faction. This further illustrated the weakening unity of factions in the selection of the LDP president.

Former prime minister Ryūtarō Hashimoto took over the largest LDP faction after Obuchi’s death in May 2000. When Prime Minister Yoshirō Mori resigned in April 2001, Hashimoto and three other LDP members—Junichirō Koizumi, Tarō Asō, and Shizuka Kamei—stood for the presidential election. Hashimoto, however, did not receive solid support from his own faction. When he declared his candidacy at the faction meeting, twenty members boycotted the meeting.17 Younger members of the faction openly stated that they might vote against him.

For the 2001 presidential election, the LDP changed the electoral rule to triple the votes of local chapters from 47 to 141, in addition to 346 votes of LDP Diet members. Koizumi, who was quite popular among the public for his reform plans, captured nearly 90 percent of local votes and won a landslide victory with 298 votes out of 487. Hashimoto, who represented the largest LDP faction with 101 Diet members, won only 155 votes. Koizumi became the first LDP president and prime minister to be selected outside the traditional factional power balance.

After Koizumi became prime minister, he constantly attempted to eliminate factional influence. Koizumi totally ignored factional requests when he formed his cabinet and handpicked cabinet members. The allocation of cabinet posts was one of the most important functions of LDP factions. Koizumi effectively nullified this function. When Koizumi received an unprecedented level of initial public support with an over 80 percent approval rating, the biggest reason was his rejection of factional influence.

Under the Koizumi administration the LDP formed the Committee on Examination and Promotion of Party Reform (Tō Kaikaku Kenshō Suishin Iinkai), headed by LDP secretary general Shinzō Abe. The first reform the committee promoted was to hold open recruitment for LDP candidates. In the April 2004 supplementary election for a lower house seat in the Saitama 8th district, the LDP opened up applications for candidacy to the public. As the subelection was held because the incumbent LDP lower house member was arrested for the violation of the public office election law, no faction wanted to send its candidate to run in such a hard election. To fill the vacancy, eighty-one people applied to become an LDP candidate. As a result, a thirty-seven-year-old lawyer Masahiko Shibayama was selected and won the election against all odds.18

When Prime Minister Koizumi dissolved the lower house on August 8, 2005, the LDP needed to find thirty-seven new candidates to run against the rebels who opposed Koizumi’s postal reform. Koizumi’s top political aid, Isao Iijima, and LDP secretary general Tsutomu Takebe handpicked high-profile competing candidates or “assassins” to run in their district.19 But it was not enough. The committee decided to run an advertisement in national newspapers to recruit candidates. The advertisement was published on August 13, and within four days 868 people applied for lower house candidacy. The committee selected 26 applicants to run for the lower house.20 This selection process was highly centralized by the LDP headquarters and not influenced by the LDP factions. This event significantly weakened the function of LDP factions to recruit new members.

While Prime Minister Koizumi freehandedly formed his first cabinet independent of factional influence, the selection of subcabinet members—senior vice ministers (fuku daijin) and parliamentary secretaries (seimukan)—followed the LDP’s tradition of considering factional balance.21 The committee tried to change this practice. When Koizumi formed his second cabinet in November 2003, the committee asked LDP Diet members to submit a self-assessment form with their top three desired posts and the reasons for their desire. A committee member who promoted this system, Hiroshige Sekō, explained the intention of the new system: “There was no way that faction leaders could know the aptitude, expertise, and detailed career aspirations of all the faction members. Thus it was appropriate to ask them to assess themselves.”22 The assessment forms were bound into a booklet and distributed to the chief cabinet secretary and cabinet ministers. Based on the self-assessment, the cabinet appointed subcabinet members. This practice was followed by the Abe cabinet as well. In addition to cabinet ministers, the selection of subcabinet members in the Abe administration was decided outside factional influences.

In addition to the LDP factions’ declining influence in the selection of the party leader, the recruitment of new members, and the allocation of posts, their function as finance provider to their members weakened as well. The 1994 political reform under the Hosokawa cabinet drastically changed Japan’s political funding system. While the new system provided government funds to political parties, it strengthened regulations on political funds by requiring more transparency and prohibiting corporate donations to political organizations other than recognized political parties after 1999. Although a loophole allowed individual lower house members to collect financial contributions through LDP branches in their districts, it became much more difficult for LDP factions to raise funds.

The amount of political funds that LDP factions collected drastically decreased after the 1994 reform, as shown in figure 4.3. Before 1994 some factions collected more than 2 billion yen a year. In 2002, however, the most successful faction collected only around 400 million yen.
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FIGURE 4.3. Fund Raising by Major LDP Factions (100 million yen)

Source: Takenaka Harutaka. Shushō Shihai, 155 (originally from Yomiuri Shimbun). The names of the factions are as of June 1994.

Government funds became a major source of revenue for political parties and individual politicians. Under the 1994 Political Party Grant Law, the government had provided over 30 billion yen annually to political parties. In 2001, for example, the LDP received 14.5 billion yen from the government, which was nearly 69 percent of the party’s total revenue. In the LDP the president and the secretary general hold the authority to allocate funds. This financial structure within the party changed the power balance between party leadership and the factions.

Weakening PARC

The new electoral system also weakened the LDP’s influence over policy making. As we saw in chapter 1, policy making under the 1955 system was highly decentralized within the LDP as the Policy Affairs Research Council’s subcommittees played a very influential role. Each LDP Diet member chose a couple of specific policy areas and belonged to related PARC subcommittees in order to accumulate policy expertise and influence government policies. Under the old multimember-district system, it was possible for LDP Diet members in the same district to divide their areas of policy expertise among themselves so that they could deal with different requests from their constituency. By becoming influential political players in specific policy areas, LDP Diet members solidified organizational support from specific interest groups. This was crucial under the old electoral system because they could win a seat by gaining less than 20 percent of votes cast.

Under the new SMD system, only one LDP lower house member represented each district, and the member had to deal with all kinds of cases. As a result, LDP lower house members were expected to be generalists rather than experts in a specific policy area. An agricultural expert in the LDP also needed to study commerce, construction, and transportation. Prime Minister Ryūtarō Hashimoto lamented, “This electoral system is horrible…. It does not allow policy specialists to grow.”23

Until 1993 the PARC subcommittees required membership registration, and the published list of their membership was a best-selling item at the shop in the LDP headquarters. When the LDP became an opposition party under the non-LDP government led by Morihiro Hosokawa in 1993, the activities of the LDP’s PARC significantly slowed down. Even after the LDP regained control of the government, the PARC did not fully recover the influence it used to enjoy.

Since 1994, except for a short period in 1998, the LDP has had to form coalition governments with other parties. Policy coordination among the government parties is required and is often more important than building consensus within the LDP. The PARC lost its dominant power in policy making. Under the coalition government with the Socialists and Sakigake, for example, government project teams with representatives from the three parties were formed to make policy decisions. In the political process of major national security legislation under the Koizumi government, the prime minister first sought agreement from the coalition partners and largely ignored consultation with the LDP policy subcommittees.24 In domestic policy making, including postal reform, Prime Minister Koizumi constantly pursued his policy against objections from the PARC subcommittees. Koizumi set a precedent that the prime minister could ignore policy consultation with the PARC.

The influence of the PARC declined significantly through the 1990s and under the Koizumi government. According to the data from Michio Muramatsu’s survey, 43.6 percent of bureaucrats in 1986 perceived zoku members in the PARC as the greatest influence on their ministry’s policy formation and implementation, compared with 31.9 percent who saw the prime minister as the biggest influence. Over a sixteen-year period, zoku influence declined. In 2002 only 27.2 percent perceived zoku members as the greatest influence, and 56.9 percent regarded the prime minister as the most influential.25 The power balance between the national leader and the LDP policy committee significantly changed in the eyes of bureaucrats during the 1990s.

After 1993, the PARC never recovered the influence it had enjoyed in the 1980s. Registration for membership in LDP policy subcommittees was terminated unless LDP members were appointed as chairmen or vice chairmen.26 LDP Diet members now could join any subcommittee any time. The PARC subcommittees no longer served as a forum to make policy experts, but only as an information channel.

THE RISE OF THE DPJ

Opposing the LDP

As the new political institution changed many elements in the LDP, the Democratic Party of Japan also saw significant changes. The DPJ was established in September 1996 under the leadership of former Sakigake member Yukio Hatoyama, one day after the lower house was dissolved. When the Sakigake was a part of the coalition government with the LDP, Hatoyama was dissatisfied that his party had to compromise with the LDP against its policy principles. He decided to form a new party that would aim at building a more “citizencentered” society. In his view, the conventional political parties existed to further the interests of their members and supporting groups and were not serving the people of Japan. In such a traditional framework, Hatoyama felt it would be difficult to bring about fundamental reform of the government system.

Hatoyama and his younger brother, Diet member Kunio Hatoyama, initiated the establishment of the DPJ to try to resolve the unfavorable situation. Another Sakigake member, Naoto Kan, who became popular among the public for uncovering the scandal in the Ministry of Health and Welfare over blood products infected with the HIV virus, joined the DPJ, helping to create wider public support for the new party. Kan became coleader of the DPJ to help Hatoyama prepare for the election.

On September 28, 1996, the DPJ held an inaugural meeting with 52 Diet members. Within two weeks an election was called for, and the newly established party announced the candidacy of 161 members for the general election. In the election anti-LDP votes were split among the DPJ and other opposition parties, including the NFP, the Socialist Party, and the Communist Party. The DPJ ended up receiving 6 million out of the 56.5 million popular votes in the new SMDs and 8.8 million votes in the eleven PR districts, which elected 52 DPJ members to the lower house. Considering its short history, this result could be seen as a success. But the DPJ failed to create the popular boom the party was hoping to see because its total number of lower house seats did not increase in the election.

The situation changed in December 1997 when the largest opposition party, the NFP, suddenly broke up. Its leader, Ichirō Ozawa, and his followers formed a new party, the Liberal Party. The rest of the NFP members formed five different groups.27 DPJ leaders Kan and Hatoyama swiftly approached the former NFP groups, except Ozawa’s Liberal Party and former Kōmeitō members. As a result, in April 1998 many of them joined to form the new DPJ, becoming the largest opposition to the LDP.

The DPJ gained organizational support from the Rengō (Japan Trade Union Confederation). Before the Rengō was established in 1989 by a merger of the two national groups of labor unions, the Sōhyō had supported the Socialist Party while the Dōmei had backed the Democratic Socialist Party (DSP). Even after the merger, the Rengō’s political support continued to be split between the Socialists and the DSP (later the NFP, into which the DSP merged). The Rengō’s support for the Socialist Party, however, declined with the political changes of 1993. As many former Socialist members joined the DPJ, former Sōhyō groups within the Rengō shifted to support the DPJ.28 After the NFP broke up in 1997, the entire Rengō organization supported the DPJ.

The first national-level election that the new DPJ faced was the upper house election in July 1998. A week before the election, most of the media predicted that the LDP would win. However, Prime Minister Ryūtarō Hashimoto revised his position on tax cuts during the election campaign. As a result, the LDP lost 17 seats, leaving it 23 seats short of a majority in the 252-seat upper house. This historic loss forced Hashimoto to resign. On the other hand, the DPJ increased from the preelection level of 18 to 27 seats. In the PR districts, the DPJ got 12.2 million votes while the LDP captured 14.1 million.

Becoming a More Viable Party

In May 2000 Prime Minister Yoshirō Mori stated before the Association of Shintō Shrines that Japan is a “divine nation centering on the emperor.” As the statement’s sentiment was compared to the nationalist fervor before and during World War II, the approval rate of the Mori cabinet dropped from 41 percent to 19 percent.29 The opposition parties took advantage of Mori’s statement to attack the government before the coming general election and submitted a no-confidence resolution against the cabinet in the lower house on June 2. That day, Prime Minister Mori dissolved the lower house before voting took place on the resolution. During the election campaign, Mori made another misstep after newspaper surveys showed that some 50 percent of the electorate remained undecided, by saying that these voters “should sleep in” on election day.

In the June 2000 general election, the LDP reduced its seat count from 271 to 233, and many of its key political figures, including current and former cabinet ministers, lost their seats, particularly in metropolitan areas. The DPJ increased its representation by more than 30 to 127 seats.

After the election, however, the DPJ had difficulty dealing with Junichirō Koizumi, who replaced the unpopular Mori. As indicated in the previous chapter, Koizumi promoted structural reform of the Japanese economy and government against the traditional LDP position and publicly stated he was willing to destroy the LDP if necessary. As Koizumi’s reform efforts were in line with DPJ’s policy objectives, many DPJ members welcomed him. When Koizumi made his first policy speech on May 7, 2001, DPJ Diet members applauded his determination to carry out reform while the LDP side remained silent.30 Responding to a question on structural reform efforts in the National Basic Policy Committee, Koizumi publicly stated his commitment to drastically reforming seven special corporations. DPJ president Yukio Hatoyama praised Koizumi by saying, “Thank you for your statement. I highly appreciate it…. If the government party becomes the obstacle for you, we will support your reform if it is good for the people.”31 In the reform process, Koizumi often threatened antireform LDP and Kōmeitō members by hinting that he might seek to form a coalition with the DPJ.

The DPJ had an ambivalent position. After a series of discussions, the party reached the conclusion that it would “compete with the LDP but support Koizumi’s reform efforts.”32 In the first national-level election that Koizumi faced, the July 2001 upper house election, the popular prime minister brought 64 seats to the LDP out of the 121 contested seats. In the unfavorable atmosphere, the DPJ put up a good fight by capturing 26 seats, a slight increase from its previous 24.

For a year after the upper house election, the DPJ did not have a good chance to recover popular support. After the 9–11 incident in 2001, deliberations in the Diet were concentrated on the antiterrorism legislation and the basic plan to send the SDF to the Indian Ocean as Japan’s contribution to the war against terrorism. Although the DPJ opposed the original legislation, it decided to support the government’s basic plan for the SDF dispatch. However, twenty-eight DPJ Diet members voted against the dispatch plan in opposition to the party’s decision.33 This development shed light on the DPJ’s lack of consensus on national security policies.

A year later, in September 2002, the DPJ held a presidential election under the new rule in which party supporters could vote if they paid a fee of two thousand yen. This new rule was seen as beneficial to Naoto Kan, who had nationwide popularity. But Hatoyama was reelected DPJ president with support from former DSP members. In return, he appointed a former DSP member, Kansei Nakano, to the post of secretary general. In the following month, the DPJ under the leadership of Hatoyama and Nakano lost six out of seven supplementary elections for upper and lower house seats, reflecting the low public support rate for the DPJ.34 Hatoyama tried to recover by seeking an alliance with the Liberal Party, but other DPJ members rejected this scheme and Hatoyama resigned.

In December 2002 Kan became DPJ president, but the party’s public support remained at a low level. Kan took a gamble in imitating Hatoyama’s strategy by pursuing a merger with Ozawa’s Liberal Party, which also suffered from low public support. To improve their chances in the coming general election, the DPJ and the Liberal Party agreed on the merger of the two parties in July 2003. This strategy worked well in the November 2003 general election. The DPJ increased by 40 seats to 177 seats in the lower house. In PR districts the DPJ for the first time gained the most votes, with 22.1 million (37.9 percent) compared with the LDP’s 20.7 million votes (35.0 percent).

During his tenure as DPJ leader, Kan was eager to demonstrate to the public that the DPJ was a viable opposition party capable of running the government. He sought to display the party’s solid understanding of and policy for national security affairs when the Koizumi government submitted emergency bills to the Diet in April 2003. Kan wanted to show the same ability to enact legislation as his party did in 1998. Then the DPJ came up with financial reform legislation and successfully enacted its proposal, demonstrating policy-making ability in economic matters. This time Kan’s theme was defense affairs. If he could tackle such a hard issue, then he could show his party’s ability to govern. Kan appointed a well-known defense expert, Seiji Maehara, to head a project team on emergency legislation. Maehara produced a legislative proposal and submitted it to the Diet. As a result, the DPJ held a conference with the government parties and reached an agreement mostly based on the DPJ proposal.35 The proposal was enacted on June 6 with support of 202 of the 235 members in the upper house.

However, this display of legislative capability did not win over the public on the DPJ’s ability to lead the country. After the November 2003 election in which the DPJ did win significantly, the Yomiuri Shimbun conducted an opinion poll to ask the reasons for the DPJ’s victory. Only 8 percent of respondents chose the DPJ’s capability to run the government, while 30 percent answered that they did not want the LDP to win, and 27 percent responded that their anti-LDP votes were cast for DPJ candidates.36 The DPJ was not yet seen as a viable opposition party.

After the election a series of scandals hit the DPJ. In the following month, two DPJ Diet members were indicted for violating electoral laws in the general election, leading to their resignation as lower house members.37 In January 2004 another DPJ lower house member was found to have made a false statement about his academic background, which led to his resignation.38 In March a veteran DPJ lower house member, Kanju Satō, was arrested for swindling his secretary’s salary. These scandals made DPJ president Kan defensive vis-à-vis the government parties. In April the DPJ lost all three supplementary elections for lower house seats.

When it was found that several LDP cabinet ministers, including CCS Yasuo Fukuda, had not paid their pension fees, Kan harshly attacked them. The DPJ leader wanted to impress the public by showing his pension payment record, but soon it was revealed that Kan as well had a two-month unpaid pension period. After Fukuda took responsibility for his unpaid pension period and resigned as chief cabinet secretary, Kan was cornered by public pressure and resigned as DPJ president.

Katsuya Okada took over DPJ’s leadership in May 2004. The pension problem continued to spread in the political community. It was found that Prime Minister Koizumi had a construction company pay his pension fee for four years although he was not working for it. When Okada asked questions on Koizumi’s improper pension payment, the prime minister stated, “Life differs, companies differ, and employees differ,” drawing on a phrase from a Japanese enka song.39 Many people who heard Koizumi’s statement felt ridiculed, and this drastically changed the political mood as the July 11 upper house election approached.40

The upper house election resulted in a DPJ victory. The DPJ received 21.1 million votes in PR districts, 4.3 million more than the LDP’s 16.8 million votes. It also added twelve seats to its power in upper house by winning fifty-five seats (including six DPJ-supported independents), compared with the LDP’s forty-nine seats. With this victory, Okada was reelected as DPJ president without any contest in September 2004.

The 2005 Postal Reform Election

In the 2005 ordinary Diet session, legislative attention was focused on postal reform, with especially fierce battles between the pro- and antireform groups within the LDP. In July the postal reform bill passed the lower house, but thirty-seven LDP lower house members did not support it. The bill was expected to be rejected in the upper house, as many LDP members stated they would vote against it.

DPJ president Okada expected that Koizumi would withdraw the bill prior to the voting, as “the rejection of the bill would usually mean a no-confidence vote against the Koizumi Cabinet.”41 Okada and other DPJ leaders also began to discuss the possibility of a general election. There were some concerns: it would be a general election against the popular prime minister; the election issue would be Koizumi’s favorite topic—postal reform; and the DPJ had selected candidates in the most SMDs, but many were not well prepared. Despite these disadvantages, DPJ leaders concluded that it would be a good chance for a power shift. They calculated that the fights between the proreform and antireform candidates would split the votes of LDP supporters and should immensely benefit DPJ candidates.42

After the bill was rejected in the upper house, with twenty-two LDP members voting against it, Prime Minister Koizumi dissolved the lower house and called for voters’ support, sending new LDP candidates, the so-called assassins, against the thirty-seven rebels in the lower house. As the public and the media focused on the battles between the assassins and the rebels, DPJ candidates were largely neglected during the election campaign.

Within the LDP the campaign strategy team was formed under the leadership of LDP upper house member Hiroshige Sekō. Before becoming a Diet member, Sekō served as director of public relations at Japan’s giant telecommunications corporation, Nippon Telegraph and Telephone (NTT). Sekō and his team conducted public opinion surveys on whether the LDP should concentrate on the single issue of postal reform.

On the other hand, DPJ president Okada wanted to broaden the range of issues to create another “manifesto election,” as in the 2003 general election. By broadening the election issues, the DPJ could avoid fighting on the stage where Koizumi had the advantage.43 There also were some opinions in the media against focusing solely on postal reform issues. But after closely watching the results of their public opinion surveys, Sekō and his team decided to make it a single-issue election campaign.44

Prime Minister Koizumi asked voters whether they supported the privatization of the postal service. The DPJ’s policy on postal reform was to downsize postal savings now and to privatize in the near future. The public was ambivalent about this. Koizumi attacked the DPJ’s plan by calling the largest opposition party a protector of civil servants.

The LDP’s communications strategy was correct. The result of the election was a landslide victory for the party, which won in 219 out of the 300 SMDs, in addition to 77 seats in PR districts. In contrast, the DPJ got only 52 SMD seats and 61 PR seats. There were 83 new LDP candidates who won by riding on Koizumi’s coattails. They were labeled the “Koizumi Children” in the media.

The DPJ analyzed the reasons for this huge defeat. First, it was not prepared for a sudden dissolution of the lower house. The DPJ had a delayed start in forming its election headquarters. Its media strategy was not well planned and rather ad hoc. Second, the DPJ failed to set its own election issue. The LDP and Koizumi led the election campaign by taking advantage of media attention on the intraparty battles over postal privatization. Third, the DPJ failed to offer voters an alternative plan on postal reform. Its plan was to kill the government proposal; it did not submit its own legislative proposal. This offered Koizumi a chance to label the DPJ as antireformist. Fourth, the DPJ misread the voters’ expectations for change. Voters wanted drastic reform and sympathized with Koizumi’s fight against the traditional vested interests within the LDP. The DPJ was stuck with a seemingly passive attitude toward postal reform. Fifth, the DPJ had too much confidence from the last two elections. The DPJ dreamed that it could again capture the independent voters who had supported the party in the 2003 lower house and 2004 upper house elections.45

Taking responsibility for the defeat, Okada resigned as DPJ president. But Okada expressed his optimism for the next general election:

The LDP had winners in most of the 300 SMDs. It will not be easy for those [LDP] legislators who were elected in the exciting election to be reelected. Even if many of them may be weak candidates in the next election, it would be difficult [for the LDP] to replace them as they are incumbents. The DPJ had many losers, and therefore we have room for new candidates. This [2005] general election revealed the high risks of the SMD system, as well as its great possibilities. I think that the next general election will be a great chance to realize the governmental power shift.46

To succeed Okada, two candidates ran for DPJ presidency: former president Naoto Kan and well-known young defense expert Seiji Maehara. To refresh the party image, DPJ Diet members elected Maehara. Maehara appointed Yukio Hatoyama as secretary general but also placed many young friends in leadership positions within the party.47

Maehara was concerned with the DPJ’s overreliance on labor unions. As DPJ leader he declared that there should be a clear line between the DPJ and the largest labor union, the Rengō. When Maehara met with Rengō leader Tsuyoshi Takagi, he stated that the DPJ would not always follow the Rengō’s policy requests and that the DPJ would not overly rely on electoral assistance from the labor union.48 This upset many labor leaders, and the DPJ’s relations with the labor unions soured.

In February 2006 DPJ lower house member Hisayasu Nagata alleged in a Diet session that a senior LDP member had accepted funds and bribes from former Livedoor CEO Takafumi Horie. Nagata’s allegation was based on an e-mail from Horie. Later it was revealed that the e-mail Nagata was using was fake. In reaction, Nagata resigned from his lower house post. In the DPJ Maehara was highly criticized for not sharing information outside of his closed circuit of friends and for a lack of crisis management capability. Taking responsibility for allowing Nagata to take such action, Maehara resigned as DPJ president.

Ozawa’s Electoral Strategy

After the fiasco caused by Maehara’s inexperience, DPJ members wanted to have an experienced leader. As a result, Ichirō Ozawa became Maehara’s successor in April 2006. As there were many anti-Ozawa members within the DPJ, Ozawa publicly declared that he would change things. Ozawa reappointed Hatoyama as secretary general and installed Kan as acting president. Thus he formed a “troika system” or a co-leadership style within the DPJ. Ozawa declared about the division of labor among the three leaders: “I will focus on elections, Mr. Kan will be in charge of debate in the Diet, and Mr. Hatoyama will be responsible for everything else.”49 According to DPJ deputy president Hirotaka Akamatsu, Ozawa clearly stated that Kan and Hatoyama could freely act as party leaders in their areas of responsibility, “But I wanted full authority over election, from the selection of candidates, the allocation of funds, and where I go and what I do.”50

The first test for Ozawa’s leadership was a supplementary election for a lower house seat in the Chiba prefecture’s 7th district, scheduled on April 23, 2006. The candidate from the LDP was an elite bureaucrat from the Ministry of Economy, Trade, and Industry who had served as a lieutenant governor of Saitama prefecture. The DPJ candidate was a former bar hostess, Kazumi Ōta. Many experts predicted the LDP’s victory. Ozawa orchestrated an election campaign against all odds.

To support Ōta, Ozawa needed the backing of key institutions for the DPJ in general, and for Ōta as a candidate. The first thing he tried to do was to restore the DPJ’s relations with labor unions, which had been troubled under the leadership of Maehara. Ozawa contacted Rengō president Takagi and secretary general Nobuaki Koga and asked for their cooperation in the election. Ozawa visited the office of a small, leftist labor union in the Chiba 7th district. Instead of asking the union leaders for election assistance, Ozawa just told them that they should make a DPJ government together. These leaders of the leftist unions were so impressed that they became fans of Ozawa.51

Ozawa’s election campaign was called as an “upstream strategy,” which he learned from his political mentor, Kakuei Tanaka. Tanaka taught him that candidates should start campaigning in low-population density areas by themselves and not rely on organizational votes. They needed to woo all kinds of voters. It was easy to speak in front of supportive groups, but if candidates chose the easy way, independent voters would not pay any attention. Candidates needed to choose the harder way and start by attracting independent voters. Ozawa told Ōta that she should follow this strategy.52

Ozawa then launched speech tours for himself and Ōta starting in the district’s rural areas. The first region Ozawa visited was Sekiyadomachi, with a population of thirty thousand.53 A couple hundred people came to see him. During the second visit, Ozawa and Ōta rode bicycles together in Nagareyama City. Ozawa chose the most popular spots for many candidates—high-traffic railroad stations—as the last spots for a visit.54

Ozawa requested that all DPJ Diet members visit the electoral district during the election campaign. He also asked them to submit a list of friends and relatives in Chiba prefecture and to visit offices and organizations where they had some affiliation. For example, Ozawa asked a DPJ member with a legal background to visit the local lawyers association, which had traditionally supported the LDP. He told the member, “If you visit with your lawyer’s pin on, they would listen to their colleague.”55 Ozawa used whatever resources available to the DPJ and its members.

The result was Ōta’s surprising victory. This victory established Ozawa’s reputation as a great campaign strategist. Many DPJ members wanted Ozawa’s leadership in running the next upper house election campaign in July 2007.56

Ozawa thus focused his activities on the upper house election. His emphasis was the twenty-nine prefectures with SMD, which were considered as key districts to win the election. The upper house members in the SMDs were singlehandedly responsible for bringing pork to their districts, such as public works and government subsidies. Therefore members of the government party traditionally had advantages. Because of the fiscal reconstruction of the central government under the Koizumi cabinet, however, it was more difficult for LDP members to bring pork to their constituencies. This situation gave the DPJ a chance to win in the SMDs. In February 2007 Ozawa began unofficial campaign tours with the labor leaders to visit those SMD prefectures.

In the tours, Ozawa met with local dignitaries and visited shopping districts during the daytime. In the late afternoon he exchanged opinions with local labor leaders for a couple of hours, and after that he went out for more discussions with them over dinner. A DPJ officer testified that Ozawa always reserved a small room at a small local pub, in which he and labor leaders could enjoy a relaxed, cozy feeling. He established personal relations with the local labor leaders by pouring drinks for them, and vice versa.57 Ozawa’s building of bonds with them strengthened the organizational support from the Rengō for DPJ candidates.

This was crucial to many new DPJ candidates. Local branches of labor unions sent people to campaign for DPJ candidates. Except for labor unions, the DPJ had no systematic organizational support. According to a former director of the DPJ secretariat, “Without assistance from the labor unions, it would be difficult for [DPJ candidates] even to put up posters.”58 The union help made it possible for DPJ candidates to run election campaigns with limited financial resources.

In addition to connecting with labor leaders, Ozawa visited agricultural co-ops and small business groups all over the nation. Although they were traditional supporters of the LDP, they did not refuse Ozawa’s visit. Ozawa took advantage of his rich political career to expand the support base for the DPJ.59

Ozawa ordered DPJ candidates to apply the upstream strategy and instructed new candidates to give a short speech at fifty different locations per day in their constituency. One candidate testified that he closely followed Ozawa’s instruction: “It was important for me to show myself to the voters. By giving a long speech, it was impossible to make to fifty different locations. Every few minutes, every four or five hundred meters, I stopped and told my name and one policy goal.”60 Many candidates followed Ozawa’s instruction to conduct grassroots campaigning.

At the same time, Ozawa promoted electoral cooperation with other opposition parties. He successfully secured electoral cooperation with the Socialist Party in the districts where no Socialist candidate would run. In two SMDs (Yamagata and Toyama), the Socialist Party even withdrew its existing candidates. Ozawa also reached an agreement with the People’s New Party (PNP). The DPJ and PNP jointly supported candidates in Toyama and Shimane SMDs.

Ozawa’s focused efforts in SMDs and electoral cooperation with the PNP and the Socialist Party worked effectively. In eighteen of the twenty-nine SMDs, the DPJ candidates won, in addition to one PNP candidate and five independents that the DPJ recommended.61 As the LDP won in only six SMDs, the results in the SMDs made for a big difference between the DPJ and the LDP, as Ozawa had expected. The DPJ won 60 seats out of the 121 contested seats, including 40 PR seats. Given its 49 other uncontested seats, the DPJ became the largest political party in the upper house with 109 seats.

LDP president Shinzō Abe declared that he would remain in the premier post despite the big defeat in the upper house. Abe tried to recover his public support by reshuffling the cabinet. However, his approval rate never recovered. In September Abe announced his resignation as national leader.

In contrast, Ozawa’s leadership within the DPJ seemed significantly empowered with the election victories. That was sustained for several months. In November Ozawa met with Abe’s successor, Prime Minister Yasuo Fukuda, and agreed to form a coalition government with the LDP. But the idea of forming the grand coalition created such strong opposition within the DPJ that Ozawa at once publicly announced his resignation as DPJ president. Although Ozawa was persuaded to keep the presidency, this turmoil put a dent in his leadership within the DPJ.

Prime Minister Fukuda was very disappointed. While Fukuda persuaded LDP leaders to form the coalition with the DPJ, Ozawa did not have any prior consultation with other party leaders. Fukuda recalls, “[The proposal] was discussed with a necessary precondition that Mr. Ichirō Ozawa would unify the DPJ. Mr. Ozawa thought that he could do it. Especially after the landslide victory in the upper house election, he had significant confidence.”62

In March 2009 Ozawa’s secretary was arrested for receiving a bribe from a construction company. After receiving public criticism over the scandal, Ozawa resigned as DPJ leader on May 11 in order to maximize DPJ’s chance to win in the general election. In his resignation speech at the DPJ executive meeting, he stated, “If all the DPJ members unify themselves in the coming general election, the voters will understand us and the power shift will be achieved. If my resignation solidifies the party unity, I am happy to resign.”63 The subsequent DPJ leadership election was contested between two former DPJ presidents, Yukio Hatoyama and Katsuya Okada. Hatoyama, who received support from Ozawa’s group, won. To prepare for the next general election, which could take place anytime between then and September, Hatoyama appointed Ozawa to the post of the acting president in charge of elections.

Ozawa declared that it was “his mission to make the DPJ government” as acting president.64 To win the general election, the DPJ needed to win more than 150 seats in the three hundred SMDs. Ozawa identified fifty SMDs as priority districts and put the highest priority on running the election campaign and distributing funds in these districts. Ozawa began visiting these electoral districts all over the nation.65

Ozawa also sent fifteen of his personal secretaries to assist new candidates nationwide. These secretaries were experienced in election campaigns and helped the candidates to form kōenkai, hold meetings with voters, pay house visits, and establish supporting organizations.66

In addition, Ozawa negotiated electoral cooperation with the Socialist Party and the PNP. An agreement was reached among the three parties to cooperate in thirty-two SMDs. The DPJ received electoral support from the two opposition parties for DPJ candidates in nineteen SMDs, in return for DPJ support for eight Socialists, four PNP members, and one independent in thirteen SMDs. This cooperation was beneficial to the DPJ and the Socialists. All nineteen DPJ candidates were elected. Two of the eight SDP candidates and the one independent won election in the SMDs.

Ozawa’s electoral strategy and the electoral cooperation with the other opposition parties worked well again. The DPJ won 221 seats in the SMDs in addition to 87 seats in the PR districts. The total of 308 seats was the largest number one political party had won in a lower house election under the current constitution. The LDP, on the other hand, saw its seats reduced from 303 to 119, lowering its share to around 25 percent in the lower house. The DPJ finally achieved its longtime goal of becoming the government party, and it did so with historic numbers.

ELECTION ANALYSIS

The LDP’s Declining Tendency

The power shift from the LDP to the DPJ did not take place overnight. From its inception in 1996, the DPJ constantly increased its support base. In the first general election that year, it received only 10.6 percent of votes cast in the PR districts, compared with 38.6 percent for the LDP. While it won 52 lower house seats, it failed to create a popular boom. Within four years, however, the DPJ increased its share of votes in the 2000 general election to 25.2 percent, only 3 percent less than the LDP’s captured votes in the PR districts. The DPJ increased its representation to 127 seats during the LDP administration under the leadership of unpopular prime minister Yoshirō Mori.

The power shift could have come earlier in the 2000s, but Koizumi came to power, drastically transforming the political environment. Koizumi promised to change Japan by changing the LDP. His political determination for structural reform regained popularity for the LDP government. In the 2001 upper house election, the LDP reversed its declining tendency to increase its share of votes in the PR districts to 38.6 percent. The DPJ received only 16.4 percent.

The Koizumi boom did not last long, however. In the 2003 general election, the DPJ captured the most votes in the PR districts with 37.9 percent, compared with the LDP’s 35.6 percent. But the LDP did well in the SMDs, with 168 seats, largely because of electoral cooperation with its coalition partner, the Kōmeitō, so the coalition parties captured a secure majority in the lower house. In the 2004 upper house election, the DPJ won 55 of the 121 contested seats to become the party with the most seats, compared with the LDP’s 49.

The 2005 general election was another exception in the declining tendency of the LDP. Koizumi captured media and public attention by running assassins—new LDP party contestants—against the postal rebels who were removed from the party because of their opposition to Koizumi’s postal reform. The LDP received 42.8 percent of PR votes; in contrast, the DPJ received only 33.9 percent. But the 2001 upper house and the 2005 lower house elections were exceptions. The LDP’s share of PR votes declined from 1996 to 2010, as shown in figure 4.4. In five recent elections, the LDP surpassed the DPJ only once, in the 2005 general election. The declining tendency of the LDP is more clearly illustrated in figure 4.5, which shows the LDP’s lead over the DPJ in share of captured votes in the PR districts.

The rise of the DPJ did not totally rely on the decline of the LDP. As shown in a Yomiuri Shimbun poll on political party support , the DPJ was also able to capture votes of independents who had been frustrated by LDP rule. Between the 1970s and the 1980s, the percentage of the people who identified themselves as independents was relatively stable, between 20 and 30 percent. As Aiji Tanaka points out, the Socialist Party absorbed the anti-LDP voters during the two decades, as support rates for the LDP and the Socialists were almost a mirror image of each other. After 1993, however, the number of Socialist supporters kept declining, and more and more anti-LDP voters began identifying themselves as independents (see fig. 4.6).67 The numbers of independents began to decrease after 2003, and many of them became DPJ supporters. In short, the DPJ seems to have successfully absorbed former Socialist supporters and independents while the people were increasingly giving up on the LDP, leading eventually to the DPJ becoming the ruling party in 2009.
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FIGURE 4.4. Votes by the LDP and DPJ in Proportional Representation Districts

[image: image]

FIGURE 4.5. The LDP Lead over the DPJ in Proportional Representation Districts, 1996–2009
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FIGURE 4.6. LDP Supporters, DPJ Supporters, and Independents, 1990–2009

Source: Yomiuri Shinbun Opinion Poll, cited from Tanaka Aijii, “Jimintō Suitai no Kōzō,” 8.

Toward a Two-Party System

With the decline of the LDP and the rise of the DPJ, Japan’s party system has shifted toward a two-party system, which many reformers had hoped to establish with the new electoral system. After the NFP breakup in 1997, the DPJ became the largest opposition party. In the 2004 upper house election, the DPJ won more seats than the LDP. As a result of the 2007 election, the DPJ became the largest political party in the upper house. These developments established the DPJ as a viable alternative to the LDP.

Japan’s shift toward a two-party system can be confirmed by examining the effective number of political parties. The most commonly used measure to calculate this figure is the Laakso-Taagepera (LT) index.68 The LT index can be measured at the level of votes or seats. Here the LT index is calculated at the share of seats in the lower house as
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with s being the share of the seats in the lower house of party i. The result of the calculation is presented in table 4.2.

The LT index for overall lower house seats (SMD and PR seats combined) was almost 3.0 in 1996 and 2000. But it dropped to 2.59 in 2003 and to 2.27 in 2005. Finally, in 2009 it became 2.10. In the PR system the index figure is naturally higher as it allows smaller parties to have a better chance to win seats. The index also showed a declining tendency. In 1996 it was 3.84. Largely because of the NFP breakup, the effective party number in the 2000 PR districts increased to 4.72. However, it dropped to nearly 3.0 in the following three elections. In the SMDs the LT index was already close to 2.0 in 1996 as political parties competed for a single seat. As the LDP in 2005 and the DPJ in 2009 won overwhelming majorities with almost 300 seats, the index figure was significantly below 2.0 (1.77 and 1.70, respectively).

Studies on the level of votes in each SMD also confirmed the tendency toward a two-party system. The average LT index of the 300 SMDs showed constant decline in the first four elections after the electoral reform (2.93 in 1996, 2.75 in 2000, 2.40 in 2003, 2.39 in 2005, and 2.26 in 2009).69 The electoral institutional changes drastically moved Japan toward a two-party system.

The shift toward a two-party system was accelerated by the electoral strategy of the two parties as well. After forming a coalition government in 1999, the LDP and the Kōmeitō had developed electoral cooperation. Winning seats in SMDs would be very difficult for a small political party without electoral cooperation with other parties. Electoral cooperation with the LDP enabled the Kōmeitō to win seven SMD seats in 2000, nine in 2003, and eight in 2005. (In the 2009 general election, the party could not win any SMD seats.)

TABLE 4.2 Effective number of parties in the lower house




	
	OVERALL
	SMDS
	PR DISTRICTS



	1996
	2.93
	2.36
	3.84



	2000
	3.17
	2.37
	4.72



	2003
	2.59
	2.29
	3.03



	2005
	2.27
	1.77
	3.15



	2009
	2.10
	1.70
	2.91





 

The Kōmeitō also received votes in PR districts from LDP supporters. Many LDP candidates asked their supporters to vote for themselves in SMDs and for the Kōmeitō in PR districts. According to opinion polls, an increasing number of LDP supporters voted for the Kōmeitō. In the lower house elections, 14.3 percent of the Kōmeitō’s votes came from LDP supporters in 2000, and the LDP supporters’ share increased to 17.3 percent in 2003, 27.7 percent in 2005, and 17.6 percent in 2009.70

In return, the LDP received electoral support from the Kōmeitō for most of the SMDs. According to a study by Ikuo Kabashima, the LDP gained an additional thirty-four to forty-four SMD seats with electoral support from Kōmeitō supporters in the 2000 general election. The bonus seats from Kōmeitō support even increased to fifty-three to seventy-seven seats in the 2003 general election.71 The government power shift could have occurred earlier without the Kōmeitō’s electoral assistance to the LDP.

On the other hand, the DPJ under Ichirō Ozawa actively promoted electoral cooperation with the PNP and the Socialist Party to avoid the split of anti-LDP votes in the 2007 upper house election and the 2009 general election. The DPJ’s tactics to avoid competition among the opposition parties in the SMDs naturally reduced the effective number of parties.

What further benefited the DPJ was the withdrawal of Communist candidates in many SMDs. The Japan Communist Party traditionally nominated candidates in every lower house district. The party continued this tradition even after the 1994 electoral reform, which increased the number of districts from 130 to 300. Although the party won two SMD seats in the 1996 general election, it had not won any SMD seats since the 2000 general election. SMD candidates who get less than 10 percent of the total valid votes in their district cannot get a refund of their 3-million-yen deposit. In the 2005 general election, the JCP lost 669 million yen as 223 of the 275 JCP candidates in the SMDs failed to get the required number of votes.72 In the 2009 election, the JCP carefully picked 152 SMDs where its candidates had a chance to win more than 10 percent of cast votes and did not nominate candidates in the remaining 148 SMDs.

Among these 148 SMDs, the DPJ had candidates in 132 districts. According to a Yomiuri Shimbun survey, about 70 percent of JCP supporters cast their votes for DPJ candidates. As the JCP received an average of 14,000 votes in the SMDs in the 2005 general election, nearly 10,000 votes were suspected to have been cast for DPJ candidates. These votes from JCP supporters especially made a difference in the closely contested districts.73

On the other hand, the establishment of a new party, the Your Party (Minnanotō), pulled votes from the LDP candidates. As described in chapter 3, the Your Party was formed as former minister of administrative reform Yoshimi Watanabe, who had strongly disagreed with the Asō cabinet over bureaucratic reform, left the LDP. After Prime Minister Asō dissolved the lower house in August 2009, Watanabe formed a new party that aimed to make the government more democratic and less controlled by bureaucrats. The Your Party fielded thirteen candidates in the 2009 general elections, and five of them were elected.

A survey by Taku Sugawara explored the electoral performances of the LDP and the DPJ in eleven PR districts in the 2009 general election—the Your Party nominated its candidates in seven of the districts. The survey found that the DPJ votes did not make a statistical difference between the districts with and without Your Party candidates. In contrast, the LDP received 12.8 percent fewer votes in the PR districts with Your Party candidates than in the 2005 general election, and 6.2 percent fewer in the districts without such candidates.74 In short, the emergence of the Your Party significantly decreased the LDP votes, while the withdrawal of the JCP candidates benefited the DPJ.

Voting Behavior and Swing Votes

One of the goals that electoral reformers pursued was more party-centered elections. Under the old multimember-districts system, LDP candidates competed to expand their kōenkai to increase personal supporters. The LDP as a party did not put so much effort into enlarging its membership. The past lower house elections under the old electoral system tended to be more candidate centered.

With the introduction of SMDs, the situation changed. According to surveys conducted by the Association for Promoting Fair Elections (Akarui Senkyo Suishin Kyōkai), 49.1 percent of voters cast their votes by attaching greater importance to candidates, while 40.6 percent gave greater importance to political parties in the 1993 general election (see fig. 4.7). The ratio of voters who put a higher priority on individual candidates than on the party constantly decreased under the SMD system. In the 2009 general election, as many as 61.2 percent of respondents voted for a party, compared with 29.0 percent for individual candidates.75 The general election became more party centered, as reformers had hoped.
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FIGURE 4.7. Choice of Party or Candidate?

Ko Maeda conducted a systematic study to analyze whether the new electoral system has changed the focus of electoral competition from candidates to parties. To examine the extent to which the SMD vote results of LDP candidates were determined by the party’s popularity, he compared the LDP’s vote share in the PR tier (typically the more party-centered choice) with that of the SMD tier (typically the more candidate-centered choice) in the four general elections between 1996 and 2005. Maeda found that the election became increasingly party centered as the PR-SMD correlation coefficient increased from 0.458 in 2000 to 0.605 in 2003, and to 0.747 in 2005.76

As the general election became more party centered, the influence of swing voters became important. In the 2005 general election, voter turnouts increased by 7.7 percent (to 67.5 percent) from the 2003 general election, and the total number of votes increased by more than 8.3 million votes. As the LDP’s votes increased by 6.4 million votes, the ruling party absorbed an overwhelming majority of new voters. In the 2009 general election, voter turnout further increased by 1.8 percent, and the total number of votes increased by 2.5 million votes. This means that 10.8 million more voters participated in 2009 than in 2003. The DPJ increased its votes in SMDs by 11.7 million votes between 2003 and 2009, and in the 2009 election it absorbed the most new voters in addition to the supporters of other parties.77

The electoral change from 2005 to 2009 constituted a national swing. Floating votes went to the LDP in 2005 and shifted to the DPJ in 2009 in a vast majority of districts.78 According to a survey, only 41.1 percent of those who voted for LDP candidates in 2005 cast their ballots for LDP candidates in 2009. The same ratio of former LDP supporters turned their ballots to DPJ candidates in 2009.79

The obvious factor behind the vote swing was the declining popularity of the LDP government and the increasing expectations for the DPJ. In a Yomiuri Shimbun opinion poll, nearly 80 percent of respondents were disappointed by the LDP, compared with 40 percent by the DPJ. The same poll showed that more than 70 percent had some expectations for the DPJ, compared with less than 50 percent for the LDP. Another study illustrates that more than 70 percent of those who turned their votes from the LDP in 2005 to the DPJ in 2009 considered the DPJ viable as government party.80 With increasingly lower expectations for the LDP and higher expectations for the DPJ, the vote swing across the nation altered the makeup of the government in 2009. According to an Asahi Shimbun opinion poll, 81 percent of respondents observed that the DPJ’s landslide victory was because voters wanted to see an alternative government.81 The electoral system with SMDs made it easier for Japanese voters to express their frustration in the government and their desire for a new government.

Vocal Minority vs. Silent Majority

In 1994, as a result of the Hosokawa government’s political reform effort, a new single-member electoral system was introduced. The malapportionment under the old electoral system, which overrepresented rural areas, had contributed to the LDP’s long reign. The ruling party extended its pork-barrel politics for the rural constituencies through public works and agricultural subsidies. The LDP maintained its government party status as a guardian of vested interests. Hosokawa’s electoral reform significantly, although not entirely, corrected the rural overrepresentation. As the SMD system gives advantage to a larger political party, however, the LDP was able to win a majority of SMDs in the first four general elections until the public recognized the DPJ as a viable political party.

Targeting special interest groups was an effective electoral strategy under the old multimember-district system. In five-member districts, candidates could win a seat with around 10 percent of the total votes cast. LDP candidates tried to build a solid personal supporting base through their kōenkai and to establish ties with agricultural cooperatives, construction companies, and other groups that could provide them with organized votes. By catering to these groups, LDP incumbents secured their reelection.

Multiple representation by LDP incumbents accelerated the competition among them and their factions for votes. As the LDP party headquarters or prefectural branches could not focus their support on individual LDP candidates, factions competed to provide assistance to their members. To provide political funds to their members, factions actively sought to raise funds from interest groups in return for political pork. This led to corruption and contributed to the creation of a political system in which individual LDP members and the LDP as a whole served the interests of a vocal minority. In his 1955 book Profiles in Courage, John F. Kennedy warned of the danger of politicians serving the vocal minority of their constituents over the silent majority: “Some of them may have been representing the actual sentiments of the silent majority of their constituents in opposition to the screams of a vocal minority; but most of them were not.”82

The 1994 political and electoral changes transformed the political environment. Overrepresentation of rural areas was drastically improved. The LDP had to nominate more candidates in urban areas and less in rural areas. LDP lower house members needed to reorganize their kōenkai to align them with new electoral boundaries. The revised political funding law made it more difficult for LDP factions to raise political funds, and individual LDP members became more reliant on political funds allocated by the LDP headquarters. Factions also significantly lost their influence in the selection of the party leader, the allocation of posts, and the recruitment of new candidates. LDP incumbents no longer had the luxury to concentrate on specific policy areas as specialists, but they had to be more versatile and cover diverse policy areas as they had to handle all kinds of requests from their constituencies as the sole political representative. LDP politicians now needed to serve outside of the traditional, vocal interest groups.

The 1997 electoral rule change stimulated public interest in the political process and brought more voters to the ballot, especially in urban areas. The newly participating voters served as swing votes to alter the government, and general elections became more party centered. The swing of votes created a landslide victory for the Koizumi cabinet in 2005 and for the DPJ in 2009. Many candidates, in both the LDP and the DPJ, realized that it was no longer an effective electoral strategy to appeal solely to vocal minorities; rather, they needed to court the silent majority, which created the national swings in 2005 and 2009.
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	HATOYAMA’S ANTIBUREAUCRATIC STANCE





As DPJ PRESIDENT, I sincerely would like to express gratitude to the people…. Forty days during this summer, I believe that many voters seriously thought about the future. If that is true, the victor of this election and this power shift must be you, the people,” stated Yukio Hatoyama in his victory declaration speech on election day on August 30, 2009, which saw his party unseat the longtime ruling LDP. In the speech, Hatoyama proclaimed that there were three meanings to the shift. First, it meant the alteration of the government. The LDP’s long dominance was the result of the lack of viability of the past opposition parties. Japan needed to have a healthy party system in which viable political parties compete in policy ideas. Second, it meant generational change. Many young DPJ candidates defeated older LDP members, reflecting voters’ desire to see fresh politicians who could change politics. The third change was a shift in sovereignty. The people wanted to end the bureaucracy-controlled government and to establish a true people-centered government.1 Hatoyama promised voters that the DPJ government would be one led by political leaders, not by bureaucrats.

INSTITUTIONAL CHANGES BY THE DPJ

On September 16 Hatoyama was elected as prime minister in the Diet. At 10 p.m. he held his first cabinet meeting. The new national leader announced “The Basic Policy,” in which he outlined three principles to promote political initiative and introduced a series of institutional changes to implement them.

The first principle was political leadership within the bureaucracy. The document stated that “the operation of the national government must be shifted from bureaucratic initiative or reliance on bureaucrats to political initiative or people’s initiative.”2 To achieve this goal, the document asserted the establishment of a “three-political-appointees’ conference” (seimu sanyaku kaigi) in each ministry in order to “plan and coordinate policies from a people’s point of view.”3 In each conference the minister, senior vice minister, and parliamentary secretaries would make policy decisions.

On the other hand, the Hatoyama government abolished the administrative vice ministerial meeting. This bureaucratic subcabinet meeting was seen as a symbol of the government’s bureaucratic supremacy as virtually all policy decisions needed to be approved by it before being submitted to the cabinet meeting. Hatoyama stated that his government would not “delegate governmental decisions to prior consultations solely by bureaucrats, such as vice ministers.”4

On the same day the Hatoyama cabinet approved a document that provided guidelines for politico-bureaucratic relations with a clear division of roles between the two. In this document politicians are defined as “legislators who represent people” and have “responsibility to plan, coordinate, and decide administrative policies.” Bureaucrats assist politicians by providing basic data and information and presenting policy options. The guidelines basically prohibited bureaucrats from making policy decisions or contacting other ministries for policy coordination. The document also limited contact between bureaucrats and politicians. It barred bureaucrats from contacting politicians other than their ministry officials and required them to keep records whenever other politicians contacted them.

In addition, it banned bureaucratic officials from holding press conferences. In the past administrative vice ministers regularly held press conferences for policy briefing. Under the DPJ government, political leaders within the ministry were allowed to give press conferences only in principle. Bureaucrats were allowed to speak only on technical matters and only after being requested to do so by the minister.5 Both decision making and information control were handled by political leaders.

The second principle was the centralization of decision making in the hands of the cabinet. Under the LDP government, policy making was highly decentralized as prior consultation with the ruling party was required. As a result, the PARC subcommittees within the LDP long served as actual decision-making organs. Under the Hatoyama government, requests and suggestions from DPJ members would be delivered to the minister through political appointees. The Basic Policy clearly declared that “the decision of the government would be made by the cabinet, not by the party.”6

To completely centralize policy making, DPJ secretary general Ichirō Ozawa abolished the DPJ’s Policy Research Committee (PRC). As an opposition party, the DPJ formed the “Next Cabinet,” modeled after British Shadow Cabinet. The members of the Next Cabinet also served as chairmen of the PRC subcommittee in their policy field. DPJ Diet members participated in PRC subcommittees to study and exchange their policy ideas. Ozawa circulated a memo declaring that all PRC functions would be shifted to the government. Instead of the PRC, the senior vice ministers of the government would hold the policy conference (seisaku kaigi), where all DPJ Diet members could join and express their views.7 One DPJ Diet member wondered how this important decision was made and expressed his concern about how, in this setup, requests from constituents would be delivered to the government.8

The third principle was political leadership on policy coordination. Hatoyama stated in the Basic Policy that he and his chief cabinet secretary would organize British-style cabinet committees with related cabinet ministers to discuss and decide important policy matters. Under the LDP government, cabinet committees were very ceremonial. Policy decisions would have been made prior to the meetings, prepared by bureaucrats. Under the DPJ government, cabinet members would discuss the substance of policies and make political decisions at cabinet committee meetings. This direction was announced in the 2009 manifesto of the DPJ.

In addition to cabinet committees, the Hatoyama government introduced two new institutions—the National Strategy Office (NSO, Kokka Senryaku Shitsu) and the Government Revitalization Unit (GRU, Gyōsei Sasshin Kaigi). The NSO was established within the Cabinet Secretariat to replace the Council on Economic and Fiscal Policy. Hatoyama regarded the CEFP as the institution thorough which the LDP government promoted Japan’s transformation to an excessively market-oriented economy and thought that its narrow focus on economic policy with market fundamentalism destroyed Japanese society.9 The NSO was expected to provide an overarching vision for Japan as well as policy coordination among various ministries. Hatoyama appointed Naoto Kan as deputy prime minister in charge of the NSO. The NSO was first and foremost aimed at defeating the bureaucracy and controlling the government. Kan stated in his book that “the Hatoyama Cabinet established the NSO and appointed me to be in charge of it. This was a message sent to the bureaucracy that politicians would be responsible to make policies based on the principle of people’s sovereignty.”10

The GRU was established under the Cabinet Office “to completely review administration from the citizen’s perspective” and to “scrutinize all budgets and programs and eliminate waste and abuses.”11 Hatoyama appointed Yoshito Sengoku to be in charge of the GRU. To deliver all the projects that the DPJ promised during the 2009 election campaign, the government would need 16.8 trillion yen. The GRU was expected to find funds by eradicating wasteful spending and by reworking the national government’s 207-trillion-yen net expenditure, including special accounts.12 The NSO and the GRU were considered “two wheels” of political initiative of the Hatoyama government.

A public opinion poll taken by the Asahi Shimbun immediately after the establishment of Hatoyama’s cabinet showed a support rate of 71 percent, the second highest in history next only to the Koizumi cabinet, which had 78 percent support in April 2001. The biggest reason for the public’s approval was the DPJ’s policies, which drew support from 46 percent of respondents. The poll showed high expectations for the DPJ, as 49 percent of respondents believed that political control over the bureaucrats would be stronger, and 61 percent expected that the government change would enable the government to cut wasteful spending.13

POLICY MAKING UNDER THE NEW INSTITUTIONS

Budget Cutting by the GRU

The first policy issue the Hatoyama cabinet tackled was the review of the 2009 supplementary budget drawn up by the LDP government. Two days after the cabinet was established, Prime Minister Hatoyama called a meeting of the cabinet Committee on the Supplementary Budget. Its members were Hatoyama, Kan (in charge of the NSO), Sengoku (in charge of the GRU), Finance Minister Hirohisa Fujii, and Chief Cabinet Secretary Hirofumi Hirano.14 Hatoyama appointed Sengoku to be in charge of cutting the 13.9-trillion-yen supplementary budget that the Asō cabinet had formed to deal with the post–Lehman shock economy. The goal was set to cut it by 3 trillion yen against the veto players in the spending ministries.

Fujii and the Ministry of Finance fully supported Sengoku’s GRU with regard to the budget cut, and the MOF’s budget examiners frequently visited the GRU office to provide advice and suggestions. On October 6 Sengoku held a press conference to announce that the supplementary budget was being cut by 2.5 trillion yen by freezing expenditures and getting refunds from local governments. Sengoku proudly stated, “Each minister tried and cooperated to freeze and return the already formed and executed budget items. This was very unusual; the first time.”15

Still the 3-trillion-yen goal was not met. Sengoku requested members of the Hatoyama cabinet to make further cuts in expenditures. Seiji Maehara, minister for land, infrastructure, transport, and tourism, responded, “The meaning of the government change is to change how to spend tax money. We will shift from building-centered spending to people-centered spending.” Maehara cut his ministry’s supplementary budget by 887.5 billion yen, the largest amount among the ministries.16 Several cabinet ministers did not want their ministry’s budget cut, but Sengoku and Fujii persuaded them to agree to the budget. At the October 16 cabinet meeting, Sengoku proudly announced a budget cut of 2.93 trillion yen, which he considered as achieving the goal.17

The Hatoyama cabinet also needed to form the first budget for fiscal year (FY) 2010. On September 29 the prime minister called a meeting of the cabinet Committee on the Budget, whose members were the same as those for the supplementary budget. The five ministers agreed to abolish the budget guidelines made under the LDP government. The LDP’s guidelines were to provide special measures amounting to 350 billion yen for the post-Lehman economic crisis while allowing a natural increase for social entitlement expenditures.18 The submission deadline for the draft budget proposals from the ministries was October 15. The Hatoyama government declared that it would tackle an overall review of the whole budget for fiscal reconstruction to create funds for programs that the DPJ had promised during the general election campaign. The cabinet ministers were expected to review their ministry’s budget from scratch and to make cuts.19 These guidelines were approved by the subsequent cabinet meeting on the same day.

Although the Hatoyama cabinet demanded substantial reductions in expenditures, the initial draft budget proposals for FY2010 amounted to 95 trillion yen, the largest ever budget, with a 6.5-trillion-yen increase from the LDP’s 2009 budget. The budget reductions by the cabinet ministers amounted to only 1.3 trillion yen. At the meeting of the cabinet Budget Committee, the members expressed their high expectations of Sengoku to again show his skill in budget cutting.20 Again, the goal for budget cuts was set at 3 trillion yen.

The GRU was in charge of the budget cutting. This unit was officially chaired by Prime Minister Hatoyama, with Sengoku as vice chair. In addition, there were four cabinet ministers (Kan, Fujii, Hirano, and Minister of Internal Affairs and Communications Kazuhiro Haraguchi) and five private-sector members, including Kyocera CEO Kazuo Inamori and Kikkoman CEO Tomosaburō Mogi. Its secretariat was headed by Hideki Katō, a former MOF official who had promoted the budget cuts in local governments as president of a think tank called the Japan Initiative (Kōsō Nippon).

At its first meeting, on October 22, the GRU decided to conduct a series of program screenings (jigyō shiwake). Three working groups were formed: The first group would examine the budgets of the Ministries of Land, Infrastructure, Transportation, and Tourism (MLIT); Internal Affairs and Communications (MIC); Finance; and Environment. The second group would work on the Ministries of Health, Labor, and Welfare (MHLW); Foreign Affairs; and Economy, Trade and Industry (METI). The third group would deal with the Ministries of Education, Culture, Sports, Science, and Technology (MEXT); Agriculture, Forestry, and Fisheries (MAFF); and Defense (MOD).21 Each working group would have DPJ Diet members and civilians examine the ministries’ budget items.

Many of the budget items had been regarded as wasteful by the MOF in the budget examination process of the past years but had survived because of the strong pressure from veto players, including the spending ministries, LDP zoku members, and related interest groups. In the program screening it was emphasized that the working groups should look into these programs “from an outsiders’ perspective” to judge “whether they were needed in the first place.” Working group members were asked if the budget items were appropriate considering the size of the government budget deficit. The working groups were to hold discussions with the ministry officials in public hearings. It was important to open up discussions to show the public “what were the important points and priorities in the budget making” so that they could clear public suspicion, improve accountability of the ministries, and shift the budget-making power from the bureaucrats and zoku members to the people.22

There was no sanctuary in the program screening, as the working groups were asked to look into the special accounts. While the general account budget included most of the basic expenditures for current government operations, special accounts budgets were designed for special government programs or institutions, such as public enterprises, state pension funds, and public works projects financed with special taxes. The total amount of the special accounts reached more than 300 trillion yen. The MOF’s budget examination on special accounts was not as detailed as that for the general accounts because the special account expenditures were financed by specific financial revenues. Under the Koizumi cabinet, Finance Minister Seijūrō Shiokawa once stated in a 2003 Diet committee meeting, “While people in the main building are fending off hunger with rice porridge, children in the outbuilding are feasting on sukiyaki,” and he warned that deep cuts in the general-account budget would not restore fiscal health if extravagances financed by the special accounts continued.23 But the Koizumi cabinet did not take action to reform such accounts. The DPJ government, with limited relations with the interest groups, would cut in the area that had been considered a sanctuary under the LDP government.

The GRU secretariat recruited fifty-nine staffers to prepare for the first series of public hearings on program screening.24 The hearings were held in a gym located in Ichigaya, Tokyo, for nine days in November. The gym was packed with public observers, and the entire session was broadcast live on the Internet. The media also paid very close attention to the open debates between the defending bureaucrats and the screeners, who were on the offensive.

Under high public and media attention, the hearings examined 449 budget programs.25 Behind the scenes, MOF bureaucrats assisted the DPJ members in cutting programs they had previously been unable to eliminate owing to the opposition of the veto players. After the nine days of hearings, the working groups had cut 690 billion yen of budget items and identified 1 trillion yen of endowment funds in the quasi-governmental organizations that could be used to finance the deficit. Although this did not reach the 3-trillion-yen goal, the program screening process helped the DPJ government to maintain a high level of public support. According to an Asahi Shimbun survey on November 5, the Hatoyama cabinet received a 62 percent approval rating, with 76 percent of respondents holding the screening program in high regard.26

Inactive National Strategy Office

While the GRU drew media and public attention, the activities of the National Strategy Office were very limited. The original plan was to establish a bureau at the Cabinet Secretariat that would coordinate all policy areas. Deputy Prime Minister Kan, who was in charge of the NSO, was expected to play a pivotal role in policy making under the Hatoyama cabinet. CCS Hirano would play a more limited policy-making role and instead would concentrate on political affairs, serving as liaison between the government and the ruling parties. However, Kan could not establish a bureau without new legislation, which was never introduced to the Diet. With an office status (equivalent to the division, or ka, in the bureaucratic hierarchy), the GRU’s function was limited from the beginning.

Since 2006, when Ichirō Ozawa became DPJ president, the party had had a troika system in which three leaders—Ozawa, Hatoyama, and Kan—divided the roles and responsibilities as described in chapter 4. Under the Hatoyama government, Ozawa, as DPJ secretary general, would be in charge of all party affairs, and Kan was expected to be in charge of policy affairs. To fully control policy affairs, Kan sought to assume the chairmanship of the DPJ Policy Research Committee. With the backing of the committee members, he would be able to exercise his power within the government. However, Ozawa strongly demanded centralization of policy making in the cabinet and abolished the party’s policy committees. Kan now had to run the new office without any support from the party.

In addition, the jurisdiction of the NSO became more and more limited. At first the NSO was assigned to deal with all policy areas, including foreign policy. On the second day of the Hatoyama government, however, Foreign Minister Katsuya Okada denied the NSO’s involvement in foreign policy making unless the prime minister specifically assigned the task to the office.27 The NSO then was to focus on domestic policies, such as the budget, taxation, and economic management in general. But Finance Minister Hirohisa Fujii publicly stated that the budget would be decided by the Ministry of Finance, and that the NSO should focus on national strategy, as its name suggested. The NSO was at least supposed to replace the Council for Economic and Fiscal Policy, which formed the outline of the budget under the LDP government, as described in chapter 3. But the NSO had no mandate, no authority, no budget, and a very limited staff.

On October 13 the first NSO staffer recruited from the private sector went to the office to find only four desks without any telephone lines or other staffers. As of the end of October, the NSO had only twelve staffers, compared with fifty-nine in the GRU. Many people had applied for positions, but the NSO had no budget to hire them. All staffers were seconded from the ministries and large corporations.28 At the October 28 lower house floor meeting, LDP member Yasutoshi Nishimura criticized the inactivity of the office: “The NSO has not done anything. Although Deputy Prime Minister Kan attracted high attention when assuming [the ministership in charge of the NSO], you have no presence.”29 There had been high expectations for the NSO in the media and the public at the start of the DPJ government. With limited staff, however, as Keisuke Tsumura, parliamentary secretary for the NSO, has testified, the NSO was kept busy drafting answers for the Diet meeting regarding the office’s role and function and could not do anything more. Tsumura states, “[The NSO] was originally expected to coordinate all the policy matters. But soon we found that foreign policy was under the control of the MOFA, and budget under the MOF.”30

To revitalize the function of the NSO, the cabinet Committee on the Budget announced in mid-November that the NSO would make “a draft of the basic policy of budget formation” and would be in charge of discussing “the major items of the DPJ’s manifesto.”31 However, the NSO could not play this important role, which the CEFP had played under the Koizumi government, as the MOF already controlled the budget process.

One achievement of the NSO was the formation of “The New Growth Strategy Toward a Radiant Japan.”32 As the NSO’s staffers were limited, Kan asked for staff support from the METI. They conducted a series of hearings with scholars and bureaucratic officials.33 On December 30 the strategy was approved as a cabinet decision to outline policies to revitalize Japan’s economic conditions in order to achieve a 3 percent economic growth rate (a nominal figure).

A week later, when Finance Minister Fujii resigned, Kan was appointed as his successor and left the NSO. GRU minister Yoshito Sengoku doubled up to also run the NSO. Sengoku had a very different political philosophy from Kan’s and did not believe that economic growth was everything. For Sengoku it was more important to maximize the utility of the people.34 The growth strategy formed by Kan was suspended as a result.

The NSO never functioned as expected. While the GRU received formal and informal support from the bureaucracy, especially the MOF, the NSO had very limited bureaucratic support to materialize policy initiatives. After the DPJ’s defeat in the July 2010 upper house election, the ruling parties lost control of the chamber. The DPJ government gave up passing the legislation to legally authorize the NSO. As a result, the NSO was downgraded to a mere advisory organ to the prime minister with limited staff.

Political Leadership in Policy Making

Under the DPJ government, political appointees—the minister, the senior vice minister, and parliamentary secretaries—were expected to make all the important decisions of the ministry. As teamwork among appointees was very important, the appointments of the senior vice ministers and the parliamentary secretaries were made by the cabinet ministers. Under the LDP government, these subcabinet appointments were decided by the prime minister and the chief cabinet secretary, considering the factional balance. As discussed in chapter 4, under the later period of the Koizumi cabinet and during the Abe cabinet, subcabinet appointments were made after considering the preferences of individual LDP members. But the appointments were still made by the cabinet with factional balance in mind. Under the Hatoyama cabinet, however, the cabinet ministers could freely select their coworkers.

Health, Welfare, and Labor Minister Akira Nagatsuma writes in his book that, as his ministry covers so many policy areas, “it was impossible for one person to deal with [all the policy topics]. So, I needed deputy ministers and parliamentary secretaries that I could trust, and counting on good teamwork with them I would be able to exercise political leadership.”35 Under the LDP government, the minister seldom worked together with subcabinet members.36 A former LDP cabinet minister recalled his experience: “A minister is like a single tree in the torrent.” He can be easily swallowed in the flood of information provided by the bureaucracy.37 Under the DPJ government, however, the ministers regularly held meetings with their subcabinet members, were briefed along with the bureaucrats, and collectively made policy decisions. These political appointees made policy decisions themselves rather than allowing bureaucratic officials to make them.

This totally changed the power balance between the political appointees and the bureaucrats. Under the LDP government the minister acted like the chairman of a corporation, mostly working on external affairs, while the administrative vice ministers were like corporate presidents, with real authority to control the entire bureaucracy. Under the DPJ government, Junya Ogawa, parliamentary secretary of the MIC, noted that “the minister is president, the senior vice minister is the senior managing director, and the parliamentary secretaries are executive directors…. The bureaucrats are merely assisting staff, and never part of the top executive.” DPJ political appointees were careful not to be controlled by the bureaucrats. Ogawa stated, “Ninety-nine out of one hundred persons I meet in a day are bureaucrats. I need to be quite careful, otherwise I cannot control them.”38

How these political appointees divided their responsibilities depended on the ministry. For example, in the MIC parliamentary secretaries often served as liaisons between the minister and bureaucrats. In the Cabinet Office, parliamentary secretaries supported the minister and the senior vice ministers. On the other hand, in the MOD the minister had overall responsibility and other political appointees divided their responsibility areas. The senior vice minister was in charge of the budget, one parliamentary secretary held responsibility over negotiations on the transformation of U.S. forces in Japan, and the other worked on reform of the ministry.39

In some of the ministries, the political appointees held exclusive meetings among themselves, not allowing any bureaucratic officials to attend. Some of them micromanaged administrative tasks and did not allow bureaucrats to make any decision. For example, the MEXT changed the internal rule to shift the decision-making authority for many ministerial tasks from the administrative vice minister to the senior vice minister. Official letters, which used to be sent under the name of the top bureaucrat, were now signed by the senior vice minister. The decision-making authority of the bureaucrats was drastically reduced.40 As a result the lowered morale of the bureaucrats became a problem.41

Former deputy CCS Teijirō Furukawa was critical of the Hatoyama government’s political initiative: “In the ministries, in principle, the political appointees—the minister, the senior vice minister, and the parliamentary secretaries—were totally in charge of [policy affairs]. The exclusion of policy experts caused huge confusion.” He pointed out the reality of administrative operations: “Daily administrative work is unlimited. The three political appointees alone cannot handle all of it. Being politicians does not mean that they are experienced in the policy fields.” Furukawa then described the ideal division of labor: “Politicians trust and use civil servants as policy experts and make their own decisions. In return, the civil servants respond to the trust.”42 The DPJ was losing this balance.

The abolition of the administrative vice ministerial meeting also affected the power structure within the government. This subcabinet meeting had 123 years of history since Japan’s cabinet system was introduced. While the cabinet was the Japanese government’s highest decision-making institution, decisions were not made in cabinet meetings under the LDP government. The agenda for a cabinet meeting was prepared at a subcabinet meeting, usually held the day before, and the agenda went to the cabinet meeting along with a proposed decision. Although the subcabinet meeting had no legal authority or basis for its existence, the cabinet seldom repealed decisions made at that meeting. Critics often described this subcabinet meeting as evidence of Japan’s bureaucratic supremacy. Naoto Kan was a leading critic and included its abolition as a campaign promise in the November 2003 general election when he was DPJ president. As soon as the DPJ government was established, the subcabinet meeting was abolished.

The subcabinet meeting, however, had created important sources of power for the prime minister, the chief cabinet secretary, and especially the administrative deputy CCS who chaired the meeting. It had served as an important source of information from the government agencies. As all government policy issues had to be finalized at the subcabinet meeting, ministry officials usually had prior consultation with the CCS and the deputy CCS. When there were conflicts among different agencies, the CCS and the deputy CCS were expected to coordinate with the vice ministers and other high officials.

High-level policy coordination was conducted between the CCS and the administrative vice ministers, but before a policy issue was brought to the subcabinet meeting, consultations and negotiations took place among the deputy directors, directors, and bureau chiefs. Through the multilayered policy coordination, policy proposals were polished and materialized, to be presented to the subcabinet meeting in a finalized form. Under the Hatoyama cabinet DPJ political appointees, with very limited policy-making experience, handled most of the policy coordination among the ministries, destroying the bureaucratic networks.

Under the Koizumi government, according to former deputy CCS Teijirō Furukawa, the subcabinet meeting was often where the deputy CCS announced the intentions of the prime minister, and the first stage of the top-down decision-making process.43 By announcing the national leader’s intention at the meeting, the Kantei could make the entire government follow suit.

In addition, the subcabinet meeting was an important forum to share and exchange administrative information. Administrative vice-ministers learned what was going on in the other ministries, and they often discussed policy issues in front of the deputy CCS at the Kantei. Without the meeting, there was no opportunity for the top bureaucrats to share information or even meet with each other. As the political appointees totally controlled policy making, without bureaucratic involvement, vice ministers no longer knew the details of their ministry’s policy to inform the Kantei.44 After the abolition of the meeting, the Kantei lost this vital source of information, many opportunities for policy coordination, and the mechanism by which the prime minister could deliver his intentions and give orders to the entire government.

The position of the administrative deputy CCS had been considered the top post of Japan’s entire bureaucracy and had served as the liaison between the prime minister and the bureaucracy. A couple of deputy CCSs were so powerful that the media portrayed them as shadow prime ministers under the LDP governments. The abolition of the subcabinet meeting, however, drastically diminished the power of the deputy CCS who served as its chair. Under the Hatoyama government, former MIC vice minister Kinya Takino assumed this position. As the policy decisions were made by political appointees in the ministries and policy coordination among different ministries was directly negotiated by the ministers and senior vice ministers, the deputy CCS had a very limited role in policy making. A Kantei staffer noted, “[Mr. Takino] is completely out of the loop. I wonder why he became the deputy CCS.” The Office of the Assistant CCS was supposed to support the deputy CCS, but according to an Asahi Shimbun report, this office did not function at all under the Hatoyama cabinet.45 The dysfunctional role of the deputy CCS and the office in the Kantei significantly weakened the power of the prime minister in policy making.

Centralization of Policy Making?

The DPJ abolished its policy committee in order to centralize policy making within the government. Under the LDP government, the ruling party required prior consultation before the government made a policy decision. As a result, the subcommittees of the LDP’s Policy Affairs Research Council served as the first forum the government consulted on its policy proposals. Members of these subcommittees earned the label of zoku and served as the ultimate arbiters of political power on a specific policy area. They examined the government’s policies and often amended them. They received petitions from their constituencies and delivered political pork to them. This decentralization of power weakened the influence of the cabinet and the prime minister in policy making.

After policy making was centralized within the DPJ government, the question for the DPJ was how to handle petitions from local governments and interest groups. Under the LDP government they lobbied to zoku members and the PARC through their representatives and national umbrella organizations. DPJ secretary general Ichirō Ozawa decided to centralize the petition system as well by making his office the sole window for petitions to the government. Under the DPJ government local governments and interest groups needed to file petitions through their representatives and DPJ prefectural headquarters. These petitions were gathered by the Office of the DPJ Secretary General to be ultimately delivered to the political appointees of the related ministry (see fig. 5.1).

In the Office of the Secretary General, Ozawa appointed fourteen deputy secretaries general to handle the petitions brought by local governments and deliver messages to the government officials. As more than four hundred DPJ Diet members brought petitions from their constituencies, this office absorbed vast amounts of political information from all over the nation. This significantly strengthened the political power of Secretary General Ozawa.46
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FIGURE 5.1. Petitions Under LDP and DPJ Governments

This office became very powerful in budget formation process for FY2010. Prime Minister Hatoyama had difficulty forming the budget as the expected tax revenue fell to thirty-seven trillion yen and the initial budget proposal from the ministries amounted to ninety-five trillion yen. The DPJ government first tried to cut wasteful expenditures through the program screening, which trimmed only around two trillion yen of the government budget. On December 15, 2009, Prime Minister Hatoyama announced the basic guidelines of budget formation, which included the forty-four-trillion-yen ceiling of the government deficit bond in order to maintain market confidence (see table 5.1).47

On the following day Ozawa handed Hatoyama “the important requests for the FY2010 budget.” In this list of requests, Ozawa proposed an income limit to receive the child allowance of thirteen thousand yen per child a month and the extension of the provisional tax on gasoline. These items could be interpreted as breaking the promises made in the DPJ’s 2009 manifesto. These changes were considered necessary to meet the forty-four-trillion-yen ceiling of the deficit financing bond. Prime Minister Hatoyama basically swallowed most of Ozawa’s requests, including the extension of the gasoline tax. The only item the prime minister rejected was the income limit to receive the child allowance as it was the highlighted policy in the 2009 DPJ manifesto. With assistance from Ozawa, the Hatoyama government was able to form a budget within the proposed ceiling. This budget-making process was definitely not centralized in the hands of the cabinet as the party leadership showed strong political influence.

TABLE 5.1 Important requests for the FY 2010 budget



	
1. Child allowance of 13,000 yen per child with an income limit to receive

2. Free high school education

3. Individual income support for agriculture

4. Increased funds under local governments’ independent control

5. Extension of the Special Law to support unpopulated areas

6. Establishment of forum between national and local governments

7. Construction of planned Shinkansen lines

8. Construction of planned highways

9. Increase in medical fees for patient treatment

10. Upgrading of pay of long-term-care workers





	
11. Repeal of the Services and Supports for Persons with Disability Act

12. Improvements in support measures for people with hepatitis

13. Maintenance of the provisional tax on gasoline

14. Elimination of highway tolls

15. Review of national programs and abolition of the financial burden for local governments

16. Review of the effectiveness of special taxation measures

17. Reduction in the budget for land improvement

18. Study of the environment tax






Source: Nihon Keizai Shimbun-sha, ed., Seiken [The ruling power]

(Tokyo: Nihon Keizai Shimbun-sha, 2010), 214–17.

Hatoyama introduced institutional changes to strengthen political leadership vis-à-vis bureaucrats. In each ministry the top political appointees controlled decision making by excluding bureaucratic influence. Policy coordination among the ministries was shifted from the bureaucrats to the DPJ political appointees with limited experience. The DPJ abolished its policy councils in order to centralize policy making in the cabinet and established the centralized petition system in the Office of the Secretary General, which overrode the prime minister’s decision on a major budget decision. With the new institutional arrangement set in place, Hatoyama had to handle the major national security issue of the relocation of the Futenma air base.

FUTENMA FIASCO: FOREIGN POLICY FAILURE

Hatoyama’s Misperception

In the area of foreign relations, the DPJ in its 2009 manifesto promised to build a more equal alliance with the United States in order to establish a more autonomous foreign policy strategy, while making the greatest effort to develop closer relations with Asian neighbors to build an East Asian community.48 Just before becoming prime minister, Hatoyama published an op-ed article in the New York Times titled “A New Path for Japan.” In that piece Hatoyama expressed his doubts about the two institutions that the LDP government had regarded as the foundation of the Japanese government’s direction and postwar economic success: market-based global capitalism and the U.S.-Japan alliance. He denounced the recent economic crisis that he said had resulted from American-style free-market economics. While he acknowledged the importance of the U.S.-Japan alliance, he insisted that East Asia “must be recognized as Japan’s basic sphere of being.” Then, he declared that “as a result of the failure of the Iraq war and the financial crisis, the era of U.S.-led globalism is coming to an end.”49 These statements were soon regarded as anti-Americanism. After becoming prime minister, Hatoyama tried to distance himself from these sentiments.

The first challenge Hatoyama had to face was the relocation of Futenma air base. In February 2009 the Japanese and U.S. governments signed an accord on the planned relocation of U.S. Marines from Okinawa to Guam. The necessary, fundamental condition for this relocation was to move U.S. Marine air base in Futenma to Henoko, Nago City, in northern Okinawa, which was agreed between the Japanese government and Nago City in April 2006. The following month the Japanese and U.S. governments signed a document titled “United States–Japan Roadmap for Realignment Implementation,” which included the Henoko plan.50 It took more than ten years to reach this agreement because many different interests and opinions of various political actors in Okinawa prefecture, the U.S. government and military, the Japanese government, and the political parties were involved.

Okinawa prefecture alone was split into many groups with different interests. The leftists and the Okinawa media called for the relocation of the base outside of the prefecture. On the other hand, many landowners and local employees of the base, although not vocal, were hesitant to support a relocation. The local residents of Henoko wanted more financial compensation for damages and noise reduction from the future base. Construction companies and business leaders in Okinawa hoped to be involved in larger-scale construction work with massive land filling. Environmentalists opposed land filling to build an air base on the coast and were prepared to take physical action to halt any major development. The 2006 agreement was reached through a delicate balance among these different political and economic stances.51

In its 2009 manifesto the DPJ did not make any promises on the Futenma relocation issue. It simply mentioned “the direction of reexamining the realignment of the U.S. military forces in Japan and the role of U.S. military bases in Japan.”52 On July 19, 2009, just before the official campaign for the general election began, Hatoyama visited Okinawa and publicly stated that he would actively take actions to shift the relocation, “at least outside of the prefecture.”53 Hatoyama made this comment without prior consultation with his own party. One of the leading defense experts in the DPJ, Akihisa Nagashima, was caught by surprise and foresaw a future problem.54

This statement stemmed from Hatoyama’s longtime belief that Okinawa’s burden should be reduced. In 1996, for example, he published an article in a monthly magazine calling for a baseless alliance (jōji chūryū naki anpo).55 Also, he was one of the main leaders within the DPJ to publish the party’s “Okinawa Vision” in 2002. Following the 2008 prefectural assembly election, the DPJ updated the report and published the “Okinawa Vision 2008,” in which the DPJ would seek to relocate the Futenma base outside of Okinawa prefecture, and eventually outside of the country.56 Many Okinawans took Hatoyama’s 2009 statement as a campaign promise.

According to a book written by journalists from the Mainichi Shimbun, Hatoyama was misinformed on the U.S. position on Futenma air base. In early August 2009 the DPJ sent two staffers to Washington at the request of the U.S. assistant secretary of state, Kurt Campbell, who wanted to learn DPJ’s position on various foreign policy issues. They met with Japan experts in the U.S. government. Most of the questions the American officials asked were on the DPJ’s policy toward Afghanistan. The DPJ had opposed the LDP government’s dispatch of SDF vessels for refueling activities in the Indian Ocean to assist multinational naval vessels in fighting terrorism in Afghanistan, as doing so was not based on a clear request from the United Nations Security Council. In its manifesto the DPJ had expressed its policy of not extending the legislation to continue the SDF activities. In the discussions with U.S. officials, the two DPJ staffers received the impression that U.S. interest in the Futenma base was limited. When they came back to Japan from Washington, they reported to Hatoyama that the U.S. government would compromise on the relocation issue.57 This encouraged Hatoyama to seek an alternative to the Henoko plan.

After the general election the DPJ, without a majority in the upper house, needed to form a coalition with the Socialist Party and the PNP. The three-party coalition would hold a majority in the upper house and a more than two-thirds majority in the lower house, which would be able to override the upper house’s decision. Policy negotiations among the three parties began on September 2. On the night of September 8, Socialist leader Mizuho Fukushima made a phone call to Hatoyama and asked him to include the Okinawa base issue in the three-party agreement.58 The following day the three parties came to a policy agreement that included the same language as in the DPJ’s 2009 manifesto, simply mentioning the reexamination of U.S. military bases in Japan.59 Although the agreement did not explicitly mention Futenma, Fukushima interpreted it as the first step toward the relocation of the air base outside of Okinawa.60 The formation of this three-party coalition created partisan veto players within the government.

On September 16 the Hatoyama cabinet was formed. At the press conference held at the Kantei, the new foreign minister, Katsuya Okada, raised the Okinawa base issue as one of the three issues he would tackle in the first hundred days, along with climate change and assistance to Afghanistan and Pakistan.61 Two days later Okada met with Assistant Secretary of State Campbell, who reasserted that the relocation of Futenma must be based on the 2006 agreement. Okada told Campbell that all four Okinawan lower house members elected in the last general election had promised the base would be relocated outside the prefecture, and that the DPJ had been opposed to the previous relocation plan made by the LDP government.62 Therefore, he implied, the U.S. government needed to compromise and accept an alternative plan. Okada maintained his position that the DPJ government would conduct a thorough review and investigate other possibilities before making a final decision.

But the government officials in MOFA and MOD, who had experienced negotiations with Okinawa and the United States, recognized that the current plan was the only realistic option. Reflecting such sentiment, the new defense minister, Toshimi Kitazawa, stated on September 17 that it would be very difficult to “materialize the ideal,” such as the relocation outside Okinawa or Japan.63 Kitazawa told the author, “Unless there is a major change in international environment, I thought that we should not break the existing agreement.”64

However, many other leading politicians did not share the view of the traditional bureaucratic veto players. Foreign Minister Okada quickly criticized Kitazawa’s statement, saying that the defense minister should not make such a statement without prior consultation with the cabinet.65 Kitazawa testified, “Mr. Okada is a very earnest man. He asked me to let him explore many opportunities.”66

Four days later Okada met with Secretary of State Hilary Clinton in New York. In that meeting Okada told Clinton that “the Japanese government would consider concrete measures [for the Futenma relocation] in the days to come, and that he would hope to work in close cooperation with the U.S.”67 After the meeting Okada was asked by a Japanese journalist whether it would be possible to choose the current relocation plan after a thorough review. Okada’s answer was “Of course. It should not take long as [the MOFA] has all the documents [from past negotiations].”68 It was clear that Okada was not stuck with Hatoyama’s statement but was willing to take a realistic option.

These mixed messages were delivered by the cabinet ministers during the first several days of the Hatoyama government. These statements confused the media and the public as to when and by whom the final decision would be made. On September 21 Hatoyama met with President Barack Obama. In the summit meeting, the two leaders did not get into the concrete issues surrounding the Futenma relocation.69 When Hatoyama was asked by a Japanese journalist in Pittsburgh whether he had changed his stance on relocating the Futenma base outside Okinawa, he replied, “I have no intention to change my basic thinking.” Hatoyama maintained that the primary interest of the United States was in securing continued Japanese assistance to Afghanistan, and he hinted that he could take time to reach the final decision on Futenma: “we need to figure out whether we should make the decision by the end of this year.” The year-end deadline had been considered vital for a decision to implement the current relocation plan as the next mayoral election in Nago City would be held in January 2010. Based on Hatoyama’s comment, on September 25 Okinawa’s local newspaper, the Ryukyu Shimpo, published its digital edition with a large headline: “Futenma will be relocated outside the prefecture.”70

Closed Window of Opportunity

On the same day, Defense Minister Kitazawa visited Okinawa to meet Governor Hirokazu Nakaima. Nakaima told Kitazawa that the Futenma relocation to outside Okinawa might be unrealistic, and that it would be beneficial for the Okinawan people to accept the existing plan. Kitazawa took the governor’s comment seriously and promised to deliver it to the Hatoyama cabinet.71 At a press conference at the end of his Okinawa visit, Kitazawa clearly stated his realistic position that it would be very difficult to choose a new option, and that any new option outside Okinawa would take many years.72 Governor Nakaima and Defense Minister Kitazawa thus showed their support for pursuing the existing plan to relocate to Henoko.

Two weeks later Special Assistant to the Prime Minister Yoshikatsu Nakayama suggested on a television talk show that the prime minister might reach a decision that would conflict with the DPJ manifesto. When asked about Nakayama’s statement, Hatoyama said, “I would not deny the possibility for change due to time factors.”73 Hatoyama’s statement was interpreted as him leaning toward accepting the existing plan. The following day Hatoyama explained that the final decision should be made in consideration of three factors: the feelings of Okinawan people; the Japan-U.S. agreement; and the three-party-coalition agreement. This further confused the media on which direction the prime minister wanted to go on the Futenma issue. An American government official expressed his confusion to the author: “Different officials in Japan tell different opinions. We do not know who is responsible over the Futenma issue.”74

A week later Land and Transport Minister Seiji Maehara, who was also in charge of Okinawa affairs, visited Okinawa. Maehara was known as an expert on national security issues and had been involved in the 1996 relocation agreement as a representative of Sakigake. In Okinawa Maehara expressed his doubt on the relocation to Henoko and his willingness to look for another option.75

Foreign Minister Okada echoed Maehara’s call by suggesting the integration of Futenma into Kadena air base. This plan had been proposed by the Japanese government a couple of times in the 1990s, involving the integration of the 36th Marine Air Group into Kadena and the transfer of training operations for the marines to Iejima, a remote island in Okinawa. However, the plan was strongly opposed not only by U.S. forces but also by the cities surrounding the Kadena base—Okinawa City, Chatan, and Kadena—for noise and other environmental reasons.76 At the October 23 press conference, Okada declared, “The longer it takes, the longer the danger of Futenma remains. Considering that, I think that in fact the relocation outside the prefecture is not an option we can think of.” Okada admitted that the Kadena integration plan was an option.77

When U.S. defense secretary Robert Gates visited Tokyo on October 21, Okada suggested the Kadena option. Gates said that reviewing was fine but emphasized the Henoko plan was the only possibility. Gates met with Defense Minister Kitazawa and Prime Minister Hatoyama and repeated the same message: “The Futenma relocation facility is the lynchpin of the realignment road map. Without the Futenma realignment, there will be no relocation to Guam. And without relocation to Guam, there will be no consolidation of forces and the return of land in Okinawa.” At the same time, Gates hinted at the possibility of compromises by the United States: “With respect to some modest change in the runway of a few tens of meters or whatever, we regard that as a matter between the government of Okinawa and the people of Okinawa and the government here in Tokyo.”78

This could have been a solution satisfactory to Okinawans. Okinawa prefecture and the City of Nago had requested moving the heliport further offshore for safety, noise, and construction benefit reasons. The U.S. government had refused any change in the original agreement. With the flexibility that Secretary Gates showed, the final agreement could have been made by the end of 2009. But Prime Minister Hatoyama did not take advantage of this opportunity.

At the October 27 press conference, Defense Minister Kitazawa presented a new interpretation of the existing Henoko plan, saying “the current agreement between Japan and the U.S. already includes an overseas relocation to Guam, as well as a domestic relocation outside Okinawa to Iwakuni air base (Yamaguchi prefecture). The primary step of the plan was indeed the relocation outside Okinawa—to the mainland and abroad—after which the remaining functions were decided to be moved to the coast of Henoko.”79 Kitazawa therefore argued that the current plan would meet Hatoyama’s promise of relocating outside the prefecture and the nation, and he expressed his support for the Henoko plan. Hatoyama, however, flatly denied Kitazawa’s interpretation. Hatoyama stated on November 7, “As the previous government did not have any doubt on the Japan-U.S. relations based on the dependence on the U.S., it did not explore new possibilities. But we would like to clearly express our own will on this issue… and to explore all the possibilities.”80 Hatoyama continued to express his will to pursue an alternative to the current plan.

On November 13 President Obama visited Tokyo to meet with Hatoyama. The two leaders agreed to establish a high-level working group to find a solution to the Futenma relocation issue. Hatoyama told Obama that he understood “the need to resolve the issue as soon as possible within the Working Group,” and that he “would personally work proactively so that various discussions to be held would further reinforce and develop the Japan-U.S. alliance.”81 Obama pressured Hatoyama by expressing his desire to resolve this issue “expeditiously.”82 Hatoyama revealed in his e-mail magazine that there was an exchange between himself and Obama over the Futenma issue: Hatoyama said, “Please trust me,” to which Obama replied, “Absolutely, I trust you.”83 From the context, Obama and other American government officials interpreted that Hatoyama was committed to an early solution based on the current plan.

On the following day, however, Hatoyama made statements that would blow up the trust the Americans had for him. During his visit to Singapore to attend the annual APEC meeting, Hatoyama told journalists that he did not promise to resolve the Futenma issue by the end of the year. He even said that “the president wants to think that the solution would be based on the current plan. But if that is the basis, we did not have to set a Working Group.”84 This statement created doubts among officials in Washington as to whether Hatoyama was serious about solving the issue.

The first meeting of the Working Group was held on November 17 in Tokyo. Attending were Foreign Minister Okada and Defense Minister Kitazawa from Japan, and Ambassador John Roos and Assistant Defense Secretary Wallace Gregson from the United States. They agreed to make a solution at an early stage. Prime Minister Hatoyama expressed that he would receive the decision made by the group as the most important one.85 This statement was interpreted as Hatoyama’s acceptance of the current plan.

On November 27 Hatoyama met with Okinawa governor Nakaima. As Nakaima had publicly stated that he would accept the Henoko plan if the base were shifted further offshore, the meeting was interpreted as a step toward an early solution on the current plan. On the same day the coalition partners of the DPJ began their actions. Socialist leader Mizuho Fukushima and PNP leader Shizuka Kamei met and agreed to set up a project team on Futenma under the direction of the coalition parties. After the meeting Fukushima and Kamei held a press conference to announce that the solution for the Futenma issue should not be made by the end of year. Fukushima contacted DPJ leaders to tell them that her party opposed an early solution.

After Socialist prime minister Murayama dropped the longtime ideological claim on the unconstitutionality of the SDF in 1994, the Socialist Party had seen a constant loss of Diet seats. To recover the traditional leftist supporters, Fukushima in February 2006 reinserted the unconstitutionality of the SDF in the party platform. In the Hatoyama coalition government, the Socialists wanted to strongly show their ideological stance against the U.S.-Japan alliance and thus acted as a strong partisan veto player.

According to the report by Mainichi Shimbun journalists, a Socialist member lobbied Ozawa to block the early solution on Futenma in order to avoid a breakup of the coalition. Until this time, Ozawa had stayed out of the policymaking circle on the Futenma issue as he promoted centralized policy making by the cabinet. But if the issue on the table could jeopardize the coalition government’s stability, he could not remain silent. Without the support of the Socialist Party, it would be very difficult for the Hatoyama government to pass any legislation in the upper house. With Ozawa’s agreement and aiming at keeping the three-party coalition government together, his close associate and the leader of the DPJ upper house members Azuma Koshiishi requested Defense Minister Kitazawa to postpone the decision for the sake of maintaining the coalition.86

Hatoyama now had to make a choice between maintaining the coalition government and good relations with the United States. As Ozawa preferred the former, Hatoyama had to follow him. On November 30, when Governor Nakaima requested that Hatoyama make a prompt decision on the current plan, the prime minister showed hesitation to move forward. On December 3 Hatoyama told Foreign Minister Okada and Defense Minister Kitazawa that he had given up on reaching a solution by the end of the year, and he asked them to continue negotiations with the United States.87 In addition, Hatoyama asked the two ministers to continue to explore the possibilities for alternative plans to Henoko.88

According to classified data obtained by WikiLeaks, Maehara met with Ambassador Roos on December 9 and told him that “five DPJ cabinet members (Prime Minister Yukio Hatoyama, Chief Cabinet Secretary Hirofumi Hirano, Foreign Minister Katsuya Okada, Defense Minister Toshimi Kitazawa, and Maehara) met on the evening of December 8 and agreed that they could not accept moving forward with the Futenma Replacement Facility (FRF) because of opposition from the DPJ’s coalition partner, the Social Democratic Party (SDP).” However, Maehara expressed, “if the U.S. does not agree to any alternative to the existing FRF plan, the DPJ would be prepared to go ahead with the current relocation plan and let the coalition break up if necessary after Golden Week (April 29 to May 5 in 2010).”89 According to Maehara, the DPJ needed time to explore other possibilities before making the final decision, as DPJ leaders had publicly stated, but would be willing to take the current plan as the final decision if allowed this time.

On December 17 at a dinner at the conclusion of the U.N. climate-change summit in Copenhagen, Hatoyama informed Secretary of State Hilary Clinton that he would not make a decision about Futenma by the end of the year. According to Foreign Vice Minister Mitoji Yabunaka, Hatoyama also confirmed to Clinton that “the current Futenma Replacement Facility (FRF) plan would be the fallback if no other alternatives are found.”90 After the dinner Hatoyama told Japanese reporters that he had obtained “full understanding” from Clinton about Tokyo’s need to delay the decision to explore other possibilities. Upset by Hatoyama’s comment, Clinton met with the Japanese ambassador to the United States, Ichirō Fujisaki, and reasserted that the U.S. position had not changed.91 The relationship of trust between Hatoyama and U.S. government officials thus was a big question mark.

During a December 15–18 visit by the author to U.S. government offices to discuss U.S.-Japan relations, one high official noted, “There are about fifty people in Washington who deal with Japan. Half of them want to pressure hard on Japan on the base issue, and the other half are against American strong pressure.”92 During this week, an interagency meeting on Japan was held at the White House. Japan handlers in the government confirmed the view that Futenma was just one of many important issues between the two countries, and that Washington would wait until the DPJ government finally agreed to the current plan.

On December 25 Hatoyama publicly announced that the decision on Futenma would be made by the end of May, including the examination of new locations.93 Hatoyama revealed in an interview the reasons for the May 2010 deadline:

With the expectation to settle the issue by the end of 2009, I could not postpone this for a whole year; the maximum would have been half a year. The budget bill would tie us up until March, and there was the circumstance involving the Socialist Party. Having Futenma relocation as an election issue would have made it impossible to contest the upper house election.94

Ozawa and Okiishi, who handled DPJ policies in the upper house, held the same view.95 The domestic political calculation was the dominant reason for the decision to delay.

Failed Hatoyama Plan

Three days later Chief Cabinet Secretary Hirofumi Hirano announced that the Kantei would set up a coalition-party committee to examine the Okinawa base issues, headed by himself. The Kantei finally showed its involvement in the base issue. Until the end of May, this committee was expected to serve as a forum where Socialist Party and PNP members could express their opinions on the Futenma issue. The issue was now on the shoulders of CCS Hirano.

In the mayoral election of Nago City, the DPJ’s headquarters in Okinawa decided to support Susumu Inamine, a candidate who had publicly stated his strong opposition to the current replacement plan involving Henoko. DPJ secretary general Ozawa sent his deputy, Kōji Satō, to Okinawa. Satō met with corporate representatives of the local construction companies and told them not to vote for the incumbent mayor, Yoshikazu Shimabukuro, who was seen as a probase politician and was supported by the LDP.96 The result of the election on January 24, 2010, was a victory of the antibase candidate Inamine. The DPJ as a political party effectively killed the possibility for Nago City to accept the current plan.

CCS Hirano was surprised by the election result, as the media had predicted a victory for Shimabukuro. The loss of the probase mayor made it more difficult for the Hatoyama cabinet to handle the Futenma issue. On the following day, at a regular press conference, Hirano stated that there was “no need to take the election result into consideration” in order to maintain the current replacement plan as an option. This statement, however, angered people in Nago. Nago City Council chair Hiroshi Ashitomi, for example, said, “It seemed that the Hatoyama administration is sensitive to the U.S. government’s moods. If the government continues to ridicule Okinawans, I think the people’s rage will burst with unexpected vigor.”97

Meanwhile, cabinet ministers in the Hatoyama government explored alternatives to the Henoko plan. Earlier Foreign Minister Okada had suggested the Kadena integration plan, but he had given up on this by early December.98 Defense Minister Kitazawa tried to revitalize the old plan with a land-based heliport inside Camp Schwab. PNP policy committee chairman Mikio Shimoji agreed with this plan and tried to bring it to the three-party committee. But this met with strong objections from the Socialist Party. CCS Hirano came up with a plan to build a man-made island off the White Beach Naval Base. But Hatoyama personally rejected Hirano’s plan because it would destroy a beautiful beach.99

Hatoyama had his own plan. On March 31 he revealed at a Diet session that he had a “plan in mind.” According to Hatoyama, “the plan is at least as effective as, and probably more effective than, the current plan, which means more acceptable” in consideration of a reduced burden to Okinawa and maintaining a deterrence capability.100 One year later Hatoyama revealed his secret plan, which was a partial relocation of the Futenma facility to Tokunoshima in Kagoshima prefecture.101

The Tokunoshima plan was originally suggested by Hatoyama’s close associate, Seishū Makino. Tokunoshima is an island 160 kilometers away from the Okinawa main island and has space for the relocation of the Futenma facility. Hatoyama secretly ordered Makino to approach the local leaders of the island. When Makino’s visit in late January was scooped by the Asahi Shimbun , CCS Hirano stated that he had no knowledge of the plan. There was no policy coordination at the Kantei. After the scoop was out, citizens in Tokunoshima began an antibase campaign.

Hatoyama sought a meeting with President Obama during the 2010 nuclear summit in Washington to explain the current situation of the Futenma issue. But no official meeting was set. Instead, Hatoyama had an unofficial meeting during the working dinner on April 12. The Washington Post ran an article portraying Hatoyama as “the biggest loser” at the summit. According to the article, Hatoyama had impressed Washington with his unreliability on the Futenma issue and had become “increasingly loopy” in the opinion of some Obama administration officials.102 On April 18 the Yomiuri Shimbun ran a front-page article with the headline, “Can you follow through? U.S. president expressed doubt to Prime Minister Hatoyama.”103 The prime minister denied such a remark was made but refused to reveal what Obama actually said.

On the same day Tokunoshima citizens held an antibase meeting attended by fifteen thousand people, thought the island has a population of just twenty-six thousand. Two days later Deputy CCS Kinya Takino made a phone call to local leaders on Tokunoshima to set up a meeting with CCS Hirano. But with no room for discussion, the leaders refused to meet Hirano. When asked about Takino’s call at a press conference, Hirano told journalists that he had just learned of it from the media report. Prime Minister Hatoyama confirmed that he had had no prior knowledge.

As noted earlier, the position of the deputy chief cabinet secretary was regarded as the top position in Japan’s entire bureaucracy, playing a pivotal role between the prime minister and the executive branch. When a deputy CCS acted, it used to mean that he was coordinating the policy interests of the entire government. The position had been called the shadow prime minister under the LDP government. As the vice ministerial meeting was abolished under the Hatoyama government, the authority of the deputy CCS had drastically weakened. The deputy CCS no longer represented the Japanese government. This incident symbolized the fall of the Kantei’s power.

Hatoyama still had hopes for the Tokunoshima plan. On April 28 he met with the former Diet member from the island, Torao Tokuda, who had maintained strong influence, and asked for his cooperation. But Hatoyama could not gain his support.104 The prime minister finally gave up his “plan in mind” and decided to go back to the Henoko plan.

Resignation with No Alternative

On May 4 Hatoyama visited Okinawa for the first time as prime minister and met with Governor Nakaima. The prime minister apologized to the governor, saying, “It is realistically very difficult to move all [the Futenma facilities] to outside the prefecture. We will have to ask Okinawa to bear the burden.”105 Asked later by a journalist for the reason for his change, Hatoyama replied that he had not thought the presence of marines in Okinawa would work as a direct deterrent against war when he made the “out of the prefecture” statement. But Hatoyama had changed his thinking: “As I learned further, I realized the role of the marines within the entire U.S. forces in Okinawa, and the cooperation of all the facilities constituted a deterrent…. If you say [my thinking] was shallow, you may be right.”106

But the political situation in Okinawa had drastically changed. As the antibase candidate had won the mayoral election, Nago City refused the Henoko plan. Respecting the local government’s will, Governor Nakaima no longer supported the current plan even with some modification.

On May 10 Prime Minister Hatoyama held a cabinet committee meeting with Foreign Minister Okada, Defense Minister Kitazawa, Minister for Okinawa Affairs Maehara, and CCS Hirano to finalize the government’s proposal for the agreement with the United States. While it was decided that Henoko would be the replacement site, as in the existing plan, the government would explore the possibility of building a pile-supported, pier-type runway. The plan also included transferring some training off of Okinawa to Tokunoshima, studying U.S.-Japan shared use of bases to further lighten the impact on Okinawa, and discussing a “green approach” to the bases. In the final agreement at the foreign and defense ministers (2 plus 2) meeting on May 28, most of the Japanese proposals were included. Although the final agreement did not explicitly mention a pile-supported, pier-type runway, it supported environmentally sensitive construction of the replacement facility, which could be “completed without significant delay.”107

On the same day the Hatoyama cabinet had to approve the joint statement. But Socialist leader Mizuho Fukushima, as a cabinet minister, refused to sign the document, which clearly specified the relocation site of Henoko. She was asked whether she would sign it or resign as a cabinet member, but she refused both.108 As a result, Fukushima became the fifth cabinet minister in postwar history to be dismissed.109 With Fukushima’s dismissal, the Socialist Party announced that it would leave the coalition government. This time, with no possible alternative plan, the Hatoyama cabinet chose the alliance with the United States over maintaining the coalition with the Socialists.

The break-off of the Socialists made for a very difficult political situation for the Hatoyama government. The DPJ and PNP had barely more than a majority of the seats (122 out of 242) in the upper house, losing a majority in several standing committees. The three-party coalition with a two-thirds majority in the lower house could override decisions in the upper house even after an election loss in the forthcoming upper house election, which would enable the DPJ administration to run the government. Without the Socialists, the DPJ now had to win in the July election.

According to Asahi Shimbun polls, however, Hatoyama’s job approval rate of 71 percent in September 2009 declined steadily throughout his tenure. In mid-May, after his decision to go back to the current plan on Futenma, it dipped as low as 21 percent. Sixty-one percent of respondents believed that Hatoyama’s acceptance of the Henoko plan was a violation of his campaign promise.110

Many DPJ upper house members voiced that they could not run their election campaigns under the unpopular prime minister. On June 2 at the DPJ Diet members’ meeting, Hatoyama announced his resignation. He cited breaking a campaign promise to move the Futenma base outside Okinawa as one of the two main reasons for his resignation. Another reason was his own financial scandal. Hatoyama revealed in the same speech that he had asked DPJ secretary general Ozawa, who had a similar financial problem, to resign with him.111

The scandal had erupted in December 2009, when it was revealed that Hatoyama had received 1.2 billion yen from his mother, a wealthy heiress, and improperly reported the revenue as political donations under the names of deceased people. Two of Hatoyama’s secretaries were indicted for falsifying reports of Hatoyama’s fund management body. Hatoyama himself was not indicted as the prosecutors could not find evidence to prove he was a party to the false accounting entries. This incident significantly hurt the clean image of the DPJ, which had accused LDP politicians of financial scandals, and lowered the popularity of the Hatoyama government. In April 2010 one of Hatoyama’s secretaries was found guilty, and LDP Diet members added political pressure against Hatoyama in the Diet session.

Secretary General Ozawa, as DPJ president in May 2009, had stepped down from that post after the arrest of his personal secretary for accounting irregularities and illegal donations from a large construction company. In April 2010 a prosecution inquest panel concluded that it was highly likely that Ozawa was an accomplice in a scandal involving a controversial land purchase in Tokyo.

Within the DPJ, political pressure mounted against Hatoyama and Ozawa. With their financial scandals, it would be very difficult for DPJ candidates to campaign for the July upper house election. Thus Hatoyama and Ozawa both resigned on June 4, with Hatoyama finishing his tenure in just nine months.

The DPJ had criticized the LDP government for its old and corrupt political style. However, the two top leaders of the government and the party faced their own financial scandals. These scandals allowed the opposition parties to attack the Hatoyama government, eventually leading to the resignation of Hatoyama and Ozawa.

Hatoyama’s failure in the Futenma issue was largely due to his institutional changes. His excessive emphasis on political initiative effectively eliminated the bureaucratic support. His cabinet members sought alternative plans, and there was no policy coordination among the ministries. They found no plan better than the existing agreement that the bureaucrats recommended following. With the abolition of the DPJ policy councils, there was no support from the party. Secretary General Ozawa, strengthened by the new arrangement of his office, displayed his political influence to make Hatoyama choose the partisan veto players within the coalition over the United States. The weakened Kantei did not take action on this issue until the later stage of policy making, although the issue required interagency policy coordination. Neither CCS Hirano nor Deputy CCS Takino could play an instrumental role. The Futenma case clearly proved that the successful exercise of political leadership in complicated policy matters requires effective control of the bureaucracy, not the elimination of its involvement.
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AFTER PRIME MINISTER HATOYAMA announced his resignation on June 2, 2010, public and media attention swiftly shifted to the question of who would be his successor. Ichirō Ozawa engaged in his last task as DPJ secretary general, setting up an election for a new party president. As this election was due to the midterm resignation of the party president, the leadership selection would be decided by votes of DPJ Diet members only.

On the same day that Hatoyama resigned, Deputy Prime Minister Naoto Kan met with him to inform him that he would run for the party leadership. Kan also tried to meet with Ozawa, but Ozawa refused to see him. As Kan publicly declared his candidacy, DPJ leaders who had distanced themselves from Ozawa, such as Transport Minister Seiji Maehara, Foreign Minister Katsuya Okada, and Deputy Finance Minister Yoshihiko Noda, announced their support for Kan. At a press conference Kan revealed that Ozawa refused a meeting with him, saying, “Secretary General [Ozawa] drew some suspicion of the people [due to his financial scandal]. He should stay quiet at least for a while for himself, for the DPJ as well as for Japan’s politics.”1 This was Kan’s declaration that his government would avoid Ozawa’s political influence.

Within the DPJ, Ozawa led the biggest group with some 150 Diet members. His group sought to find its own candidate but failed to do so. A younger DPJ member, Shinji Tarutoko (age fifty), declared his candidacy to run against Kan. In the DPJ presidential election on June 4, Kan defeated Tarutoko by a vote of 291 to 129.

After Kan was elected prime minister in the Diet, he quickly appointed Yoshito Sengoku as chief cabinet secretary and Yukio Edano as DPJ secretary general. Sengoku and Edano were widely known as anti-Ozawa leaders within the DPJ. Their appointment to the number two positions in the government and the ruling party signaled the establishment of an anti-Ozawa cabinet. According to an Asahi Shimbun opinion poll conducted on June 8–9, the new Kan cabinet received 60 percent of public support, a significant recovery from the 17 percent that the Hatoyama cabinet had received in the previous month. Sixty percent of respondents also supported Kan’s anti-Ozawa stance in the appointments.2

INSTITUTIONAL CHANGES UNDER KAN

Upon assuming the office, Prime Minister Kan, signaling a shift from his earlier sentiment, announced that his cabinet would abandon the antibureaucratic stance. Under the Hatoyama cabinet, Kan was a leading cabinet member who displayed an antibureaucratic stance. On October 31, 2009, for example, he spoke at the DPJ meeting in Tokyo, stating, “[Bureaucrats] do not use their brain. They just had good grades [in their school days], but are very stupid.”3

At first Kan rejected the political tradition of relying on memos that bureaucrats prepared for his statements on official occasions. His attitude totally changed, however, when he served as finance minister. At an upper house Budget Committee meeting in January 2010, an LDP member, Yoshimasa Hayashi, asked Kan about the impact of the multiplier effect of the child allowance policy promoted by the DPJ. With his limited knowledge of economics, Kan could not answer the question by himself, and the Diet deliberations stopped several times. In the end, Kan had to read the memo prepared by MOF bureaucrats.4 After that, Kan always relied on bureaucratic support for policy issues.

On June 8, 2010, after six days of political maneuvering, the Kan cabinet was officially formed. On the same day Prime Minister Kan issued the Basic Policy, which was approved by his cabinet. It stated, “The three political appointees and bureaucrats, with their respective roles and responsibilities, shall closely share information and communicate with each other, and together run the government under true political leadership.”5 Two days later Kan called a meeting of top bureaucrats of the ministries, stating, “This nation is supported both by bureaucrats and by politicians. A good combination of the two and a good division of labor between the two would strengthen Japan’s politics and administration. I would like to ask cooperation and efforts in that sense.”6 Kan believed the Hatoyama government had too stringently excluded bureaucrats in decision making when it emphasized political leadership. The Kan government changed this and now began inviting active involvement of bureaucrats in policy making so as to more effectively run the government.

Six months later the Kan government moved even further to promote integration between political leaders and bureaucrats in the ministries. Chief Cabinet Secretary Sengoku made a speech in front of the administrative vice ministers, asking them to participate in the three political appointees meeting. Under the Hatoyama government, the political appointees meeting in some of the ministries excluded bureaucratic participants and made policy decisions without bureaucrats’ input. This created a division between political leaders and bureaucrats and significantly lowered the morale of many bureaucrats. The participation of top bureaucrats in the meeting would promote information sharing within the ministries as well as more active involvement of bureaucrats in policy making.

In January 2011 Prime Minister Kan also made a speech in front of the administrative vice ministers to ask for cooperation among bureaucrats:

There have been trials and errors in the relationship between politicians and bureaucrats. In each ministry, I would like you to discuss with the minister and senior vice minister and make an agreement on the kinds of cases that should be handled solely by politicians, and others that should require involvement of the vice minister and other high bureaucratic officials. I would hope to establish a good form of cooperative relations between them.7

In the same speech Kan also mentioned the current problem of policy coordination among the ministries. As previously described, Kan had been a leading critic of the administrative vice ministerial meeting, which was abolished under the Hatoyama government. Policy coordination was expected to be conducted among the cabinet and subcabinet members. But the limited number of political actors could not handle the vast amount of administrative operations that required policy coordination among the ministries. As a result, the lack of coordination delayed many administrative operations. Kan stated, “I understand that policy coordination among the ministries used to be conducted through the administrative vice-ministerial meeting. In addition to interagency coordination through political channels by the ministers or senior vice ministers, we need coordination at various levels, such as among administrative vice ministers or bureau chiefs.”8 Kan basically admitted that the old vice ministerial meeting was a necessary organization for policy coordination, although he was not ready to reestablish the meeting.

Kan also changed the centralized policy making under the Hatoyama cabinet, which had abolished the Policy Research Committee within the DPJ. Some DPJ Diet members had complained that they were not allowed to be involved in decision making, while DPJ members in the government were busy running the government. Former DPJ secretary general Ozawa set up the policy conference in each ministry so that DPJ members outside the government could participate in policy discussions. Even Ozawa admitted that the policy conferences had not functioned very well.9 Kan revived the DPJ Policy Research Committee and appointed Kōichirō Genba as its chairman. To avoid the dual decision-making structure that had developed under the LDP government, Kan appointed Genba as a cabinet minister to simultaneously represent the cabinet and the ruling party and serve as a liaison between the two.

DPJ secretary general Yukio Edano decided basically to maintain the petition system that Ozawa had created. However, Edano felt that the old system had served as a strong personal power source for Ozawa. In an interview with the Asahi Shimbun, Edano stated, “An organization that needs to rely on one particular person is not good as an organization. As a ruling party, we need to establish an organization to serve as the center of the nation whoever is in charge.”10 Edano shared his office with DPJ Policy Research Committee chairman Genba and asked deputy secretary general Gōshi Hosono, to take on the responsibility of handling petitions from local governments and interest groups. Edano wanted to decentralize the power that Ozawa had as DPJ secretary general.

In September 2010, when Edano became the deputy secretary general, he further institutionalized the DPJ’s petition system. In the Office of Secretary General, he established two committees: the Organizational Committee would handle petitions from local governments, and the Corporation and Group Committee would accept requests from interest groups and corporations. The two committees would categorize requests and petitions and deliver them to the political appointees in the ministries. This process was more systematic and involved more DPJ Diet members.

ELECTION LOSS AND OZAWA’S CHALLENGE

On June 11, 2010, Prime Minister Kan made his first policy speech. Kan declared that his cabinet was “determined to exert strong political leadership in order to bring about a ‘strong economy,’ ‘robust public finances,’ and ‘a strong social security system’ in an integral manner.”11 To reconstruct positive financial conditions, Kan mentioned the need for tax reform. When he had served as finance minister under the Hatoyama cabinet, MOF bureaucrats had convinced him of the need for a tax increase. Four months prior, he had publicly stated the need to raise the consumption tax. Since then, financial reconstruction with a tax increase had been Kan’s policy goal. On June 17, the DPJ announced the “Manifesto 2010,” which emphasized financial reconstruction, including future tax reform as well as possible cuts in the DPJ programs promised in the 2009 manifesto. At a press conference, Kan told reporters that the consumption tax might be raised to 10 percent, as the LDP had suggested as its platform for the July 2010 upper house election.

Election day for the upper house was set for July 11. Kan’s public statement about a consumption tax increase to 10 percent became a problem because it had been made without prior consultation with other DPJ leaders. Former DPJ secretary general Ozawa visited locations all over the nation in an unofficial election campaign, publicly criticizing Kan’s statement as well as the new manifesto. Ozawa mentioned that the 2009 manifesto had promised not to increase the consumption tax for at least four years, and that Kan’s statement was violating the earlier campaign promise. Ozawa also pointed out that the DPJ had won the 2009 general election by promising programs such as the child allowance, and that the DPJ should not cut these programs simply because the government had no money.12 The disagreement within the ruling party was apparent.

During the election campaign, Kan revealed the unpreparedness within the government on the tax increase issue. On June 30 he was making campaign stops throughout the Tohoku area. As an increase in consumption tax would hit low-income earners hardest, Kan suggested a tax refund for them. In Aomori City he mentioned that people with income under 2 or 3 million yen would receive tax refunds. In Akita City he mentioned income under 3 or 3.5 million yen. Then, in Yamagata City, the prime minister changed again, to income under 3 or 4 million yen. Taxes are usually the most sensitive political issue, especially during an election campaign. The national leader is expected to show his determination in order to appeal to voters to bear an increased tax burden. But Kan’s uncertain statements disappointed voters.

The result of the election was disappointing loss for the DPJ, which lost 11 of the 55 seats that were up for reelection, keeping only 44 seats. As a result, the ruling coalition of the DPJ and the PNP was 13 seats short of a majority in the upper house, with 109 seats out of 242. On the other hand, the LDP increased from 38 seats to 51 seats. The Your Party (Minnanotō), a new party that was opposed to a tax increase, won 10 seats to increase its political presence. Without a majority in the upper house, the Kan government would face political difficulties in running the government, just as did the LDP governments had under the leadership of Prime Ministers Fukuda and Asō.

At a press conference after the election, Prime Minister Kan admitted that his statements on a tax increase were a main reason for the loss. He stated, “How I brought up the consumption tax gave an abrupt impression to the people…. I forced my colleagues to run a very difficult election campaign. I am very sorry about this.”13 Many in the DPJ were shocked about the election loss and tried to figure out how to face the political difficulty that resulted from the loss of the majority in the upper house.

On July 29 the DPJ held a general meeting of Diet members to review the election results. The DPJ had collected opinions from its members all over the nation. Kan’s tax hike statement was at the top of the list of reasons for the loss.14

After receiving many critical comments from DPJ Diet members on his responsibility for the loss, Kan asked them to let him stay in his post. “While recognizing my responsibility, I would like to continue my efforts [as prime minister],” Kan continued, “In the forthcoming DPJ presidential election in September, I would like to be judged by DPJ members.”15 Kan’s goal now was to be reelected as party leader, with the election just seven weeks away.

Many DPJ members in the groups led by Hatoyama and Ozawa were critical of Kan’s way of running the government and hoped that Ozawa would run against Kan. Ozawa was at first hesitant to run for the party presidency, as he was involved in an ongoing legal case. In April 2010 the Committee for the Inquest of Prosecution had overruled a decision by the Tokyo District Public Prosecutor’s Office not to charge Ozawa for misreporting over 400 million yen in political funds. The decisions made by the inquest committee had not been legally binding until the 2009 revision by DPJ-led legislation. After the revision, if the inquest committee were to make the same decision twice, that decision could override the prosecutor’s decision. The second decision by the committee sometime in the fall could lead to Ozawa’s indictment.

Anti-Ozawa members in the DPJ voiced their objections to Ozawa’s candidacy. Foreign Minister Katsuya Okada, for example, stated in a press conference on August 20, “I have a sense of incongruity for a person who might be indicted to become the party president and the prime minister…. The people, who want Mr. Ozawa to run, should return to the origin of the party [which called for clean politics].”16 Minister for GRU Renhō Murata said on the same day, “People wanted clean politics from the DPJ. People’s wish to remove political corruption under [the LDP] government created last year’s power shift.”17 These comments reflected the anti-Ozawa opinions within the DPJ.

One week later Ozawa finally decided to announce his candidacy for party leadership. On September 2 Kan and Ozawa held an open debate at the Japan National Press Club. Ozawa portrayed himself as a can-do reformer with rich experience and administrative skills, criticizing Kan for allowing bureaucratic control over the budget process. Ozawa declared that he would carry out campaign promises made by the DPJ during the 2009 general election. On the other hand, Kan portrayed Ozawa as representing the old-style politics and stated that he himself would pursue clean politics.18

The 2010 DPJ presidential election was a very open process. There were a total of 1,222 points cast by different categories of voters. Each of 411 DPJ Diet members had 2 points, accounting for about 70 percent of the total with 822 points. Some 2,400 DPJ local assembly members collectively cast 100 points, and more than 34,000 DPJ supporters had 300 points, corresponding to the 300 single-member districts for the lower house.

In the September 14 election, Ozawa and Kan split the votes of DPJ Diet members, with Ozawa receiving 400 points and Kan 412 points. Ozawa earned the votes of about 200 members of his own group and of the Hatoyama group but received no votes from outside of these groups. The general public, represented by the DPJ supporter vote, overwhelmingly supported Kan with 249 points, compared with Ozawa’s 51 points. Kan also won more votes from the local assembly members, with 60 points, compared with Ozawa’s 40 points. In total, Kan won the presidency with 721 points against Ozawa’s 491. Ozawa’s financial scandal and the public’s hesitation to change national leaders again after just three months worked against Ozawa.

Kan’s job approval rating in an Asahi Shimbun poll, which had sunk to 37 percent after the July upper house election, surged to 57 percent immediately following the DPJ presidential election. Seventy-two percent of the respondents welcomed Kan’s reelection, while only 12 percent preferred to see an Ozawa victory.19 Kan now had a public mandate to run the government.

HANDLING OF THE SENKAKU INCIDENT

On September 7, as Kan and Ozawa were putting their energy into the party leadership election, a diplomatic incident shook Japan-China relations. A Chinese fishing trawler invaded Japan’s territorial waters off the Senkaku Islands in the East China Sea. Japanese coastal guard patrol boats intercepted it, but the Chinese vessel attempted to escape and intentionally collided with the patrol boats. The fishing boat was detained and its captain and fourteen other crew members were captured. The Kan government now had to choose whether Japan needed to respond firmly to the illegal and dangerous action displayed by the Chinese vessel or should pursue a diplomatic solution for the sake of Japan-China relations.

The Senkaku Islands are located north of the southwestern end of the Ryukyu Islands and northeast of Taiwan. They are claimed by Japan and are under its administrative control. In old Chinese journals from the fifteenth to the seventeenth centuries, these uninhabited islands were mentioned as landmarks en route to the Ryukyu Islands. These documents, however, did not justify Chinese territorial claims over the islands.20 In 1744 the Qing dynasty under the leadership of the Qianlong emperor published 356 volumes of official geography books, titled Daqing yitongzhi (Unified, Great Qing). In volume 260, the northeastern end of the territory of Taiwan was identified as somewhere around the present Keelung.21 Despite China’s claim that the Senkaku Islands had been its territory from ancient times, no official documents prove that they were ever claimed or effectively controlled by China or Taiwan.

In 1885 Japan moved to claim the islands as its territory, effectively controlling them by building a factory to process bonito. In January 1895, three months before the peace treaty was concluded after the Sino-Japanese War, Japan officially claimed sovereignty over the islands and they became a part of Okinawa prefecture. After World War II the United States military government ruled Okinawa, which naturally included the Senkaku Islands. Taiwan was returned to China without including the Senkaku Islands, and the Nationalist government did not make any complaints or claims over the islands at that time. When Japan signed a peace treaty with the Nationalist government on Taiwan in 1951, there was no discussion over the Senkaku Islands. In short, China or Taiwan never had effective control and never made any territorial claim over the islands until 1971.

There are some documents in the People’s Republic of China and on Taiwan that admit that the Senkaku Islands are part of Okinawa. For example, the People’s Daily ran an article on Okinawan people who opposed American bases in 1953 that explicitly mentioned that Okinawa included the Senkaku Islands.22 The World Atlas, published in China in 1960, drew a borderline between Taiwan and Yonakunijima, indicating that the Senkaku Islands fell into Japan’s territory. Volume 1 of World Maps, published by Taiwan’s National Defense Research Institute in 1965, and Taiwan’s 1970 national geography textbook for junior high school students also clearly identified the islands as Japan’s territory with Japanese names.23 However, the situation changed in 1968, when the United Nations Economic Commission for Asia and the Far East announced after an investigation that there was a large-scale oil deposit (almost as big as that in Iraq) on the continental shelf of the East China Sea. Three years later both Taiwan and China officially claimed sovereignty over the Senkaku Islands. In December 1971 the PRC Ministry of Foreign Affairs declared that the islands had been Chinese territory since ancient times.

Despite this statement, the islands did not become an obstacle in the negotiations between Tokyo and Beijing on establishing diplomatic ties. Chinese premier Zhou Enlai revealed that he had no personal interests in the islands when he spoke with Kōmeitō leader Yoshikatsu Takeiri, a special envoy, by saying, “I had no interest in [the Senkaku Islands issue], but because of the oil issue [Chinese] historians made it an issue.”24 As a result, the two governments reached an agreement to normalize relations by announcing a joint statement in September 1972 with no mention of the Senkaku Islands. At the conclusion of the Japan-China Peace and Friendship Treaty in August 1978, Vice Premier Deng Xiaoping suggested putting the Senkaku Islands issue aside. This has been the historical pattern: while Japan exercised administrative control over the islands, China was willing to shelve the issue. But with the rising national power of China and the increasing importance of ocean resources in recent years, the Senkaku Islands have become an area of tensions between the two countries.

Foreign Minister Katsuya Okada, who was in Berlin at the time of the trawler incident, stated that the Chinese trawler had been in Japan’s territorial waters and therefore needed to be handled in accordance with domestic law. The Japan Coast Guard was under the command of Minister of Land, Infrastructure, and Transport Seiji Maehara, who had been critical of China’s aggressive policy. Maehara pushed for a firm Japanese response. Chief Cabinet Secretary Yoshito Sengoku agreed with Okada and Maehara, and the Japanese government decided to officially arrest the captain of the fishing boat and charge him with obstruction of the execution of official duties. Sengoku said at a press conference on the morning of September 8, “There exists no issue of territorial sovereignty to be resolved concerning the Senkaku Islands. In consideration of the degree of the violation, we will handle the incident strictly under our jurisdiction and in accordance with domestic law.”25

The Chinese authority saw this event as Japan’s departure from its past lowkey practice and reacted strongly. In the past Chinese citizens who attempted to land on the Senkaku Islands had been promptly expelled rather than being handled through Japan’s legal process. The Chinese embassy immediately filed a complaint with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The same day China’s assistant foreign minister, Hu Zhengyue, summoned Ambassador Uichirō Niwa and demanded an immediate release of the boat captain. On September 10 Foreign Minister Yang Jiechi did the same. The following day the Chinese government postponed negotiations with Japan on the joint development of a gas plant in the East China Sea.

On September 12 State Councilor Dai Bingguo summoned Ambassador Niwa in the middle of night to ask for “a clever, political decision.” As Dai’s status was next to that of the premier, this incident revealed the seriousness of the situation. The following day, at a press conference, CCS Sengoku announced the release of the fourteen crew members but the continued detention of the boat captain and expressed his hope for a positive response from China.

After the DPJ party leadership election on September 14, Kan reshuffled his cabinet. Three days later Foreign Minister Okada became DPJ secretary general and was replaced as foreign minister by previous transport minister Maehara. That same day it was learned that the Chinese government had transported new equipment to the gas field. Maehara announced at a press conference that Japan would take “necessary measures” against any drilling conducted at the gas field.26

On September 19 the Ishigaki Court announced that the detention of the boat captain would be extended. This meant that the Japanese court was preparing to bring the captain to trial. In protest to this decision, the Chinese government suspended cabinet-level exchanges with Japan and withdrew an invitation to one thousand Japanese students and children to attend the Shanghai Expo. On September 21 Chinese premier Wen Jiabao spoke at a meeting with representatives of Chinese Americans in New York, saying that the islands were Chinese territory and that the arrest of the captain was illegal. He said, “If Japan clings to its mistake, China will take further actions and the Japanese side shall bear all the consequences that arise.”27 Tokyo proposed high-level talks on the issue, but Beijing rejected the proposal. On the same day it was revealed that the Chinese government had ordered the suspension of exports of rare earth materials to Japanese companies.

Former U.S. deputy secretary of state Richard Armitage analyzed the incident and stated in his September 15 speech in Tokyo, “My view is what China senses is a distracted United States who has a chilled relationship with Tokyo. So they are testing what they can get away with.”28 He was referring to the turmoil over the Futenma relocation issue, discussed in chapter 5, after which the United States and Japan did not enjoy good relations. On September 23, however, at a meeting with Foreign Minister Maehara in New York, Secretary of State Hilary Clinton assured Japan that the United States had a commitment to it under article 5 of the U.S.-Japan Security Treaty to support Japanese sovereignty over the Senkaku Islands.29

Also on September 23, the Chinese news agency reported that Chinese authorities had arrested four employees of a Japanese construction firm, Fujita Corp., for entering a military zone without authorization in Shijiazhuang, Hebei province. Tokyo took the arrests as being related to the Senkaku Islands incident and suddenly caved in to Chinese pressure. On September 24 the Naha District Public Prosecutor’s Office announced that it would release the Chinese captain, taking into account “the future of Japan’s relationship with China.” It was quite unusual for a prosecutor’s office to reach a decision giving diplomatic considerations. The Kan government stated that there was no political intervention, and that the decision was made solely by the local prosecutor’s office. Later, however, Special Assistant to the Prime Minister Kenichi Matsumoto revealed in an interview that Prime Minister Kan had made the decision to release the captain.30

Japanese government officials expected that the release of the captain would calm down the Chinese government, and that the Japanese businessmen would be also released. Instead, the Chinese Foreign Ministry expressed a strong protest and demanded that Japan offer “its apology and compensation for this incident.”31 On September 29 former DPJ deputy secretary general Gōshi Hosono visited Beijing as a private messenger and met with State Councilor Dai. The following day Chinese authorities released three of the four Fujita employees, and Dai contacted CCS Sengoku to finally establish high-level communication between the two countries. After their discussion, the fourth employee was released on October 9. Tensions between the two countries finally passed their peak.

Domestically, however, strong criticism arose against the Kan government for bowing to Chinese pressure and running away from its obligation to explain things clearly to the public. Many saw the government’s poor handling of the issue as proof of a lack of strategic thinking on how to deal with diplomatic crises and a lack of a foreign policy strategy. The DPJ government’s principle of avoiding bureaucratic control was seriously questioned.

Under the LDP government the administrative deputy CCS would have called a meeting of high officials of the related ministries and agencies and quickly formed the government policy. But the Kan cabinet never held a meeting at the Kantei on this issue, either at the cabinet level or at the high bureaucratic level.32 Former deputy CCS Teijirō Furukawa pointed out that it was also very strange for the prosecutor in Naha to include diplomatic considerations in the judgment, and for government officials to place all the responsibility in the hands of the prosecutor’s office.

Furukawa argues that the strange process and decisions were caused by the DPJ’s attitude regarding bureaucratic influence:

On the issue of diplomacy and national security, there are many delicate factors. You cannot understand Japan’s past diplomacy, the relations with the United States and China, or the Senkaku issues by just reading papers. That’s why there are experts in the MOFA and the Ministry of Defense. Politicians have different roles, and it is natural for them not to have an accumulation of [knowledge and experience] on a specific matter. That is why they need to utilize the group of experts with good judgment.33

CCS Sengoku admitted that there was misjudgment on the part of the Japanese government in not expecting a strong reaction from China. At the September 29 press conference, Sengoku revealed his miscalculation that the release of fourteen crew members would ease tensions with China, stating that he should have known better about China’s level of understanding of Japan’s judiciary system.34 The Senkaku Islands incident illustrated the DPJ government’s inability to deal with a diplomatic crisis, and its antibureaucratic approach worked negatively during the incident because it could not take advantage of the knowledge and experience of experts within the government.

The handling of the video clips of the incident recorded by the Coast Guard officials was also criticized. The Kan government decided to withhold the video from the public based on diplomatic considerations. The opposition parties, however, demanded the disclosure in return for Diet deliberations on the FY2010 supplementary budget. Thus on November 1 some thirty Diet members on the Budget Committee were allowed to see the 6.5-minute-long video, which clearly showed that the Chinese trawler intentionally hit the coast guard vessels. The Diet members then requested that the video be released to the public. Four days later, six files, totaling over forty-four minutes of video footage, were uploaded to a YouTube site by a coast guard official. While the Kan government was highly criticized for Transport Minister Sumio Mabuchi’s loose control of information, people around the world now learned about the dangerous action of the Chinese fishing boat intentionally colliding with the Japanese vessels.

MOF-LED BUDGET PROCESS

While the Kan government displayed poor crisis management skills in the Senkaku incident without substantial assistance from the bureaucracy, it relied heavily on MOF bureaucrats in the process of the FY2011 budget making. After Kan had difficulty answering questions by himself in the Diet as finance minister, he began to call upon MOF bureaucrats. When he mentioned the need for a tax increase before the upper house election, many observers saw a strong influence of austerity-minded MOF officials in his statement. In July 2010 Kan officially announced that the National Strategy Office would not be involved in the budget-making process and effectively reestablished an MOF-led budget process.

The FY2011 budget was the first budget that the DPJ government made from scratch. On June 22, 2010, the Kan government approved the Midterm Fiscal Frame as a cabinet decision, which required keeping the issuance of deficit financing bonds to around 44 trillion yen and the basic expenditure (excluding debt-servicing cost) to 71 trillion yen for FY2011.35 On July 27 the Kan government announced the budget guidelines. In the budget process for FY2010, the Hatoyama cabinet had abolished the guidelines that had set a budget ceiling for the ministries under the LDP government. However, the ministries’ budget requests increased beyond the Hatoyama cabinet’s expectation and were out of control. The Kan administration decided to rejuvenate the old budget-forming process as requested by MOF officials.

The guidelines required a 10 percent cut in basic expenditures for all ministries. In return, the ministries could submit program proposals to Japan, the budgets for which could be allocated from the special budget if approved.36 During the DPJ presidential election campaign, Ichirō Ozawa criticized Kan, saying that this ceiling approach was the same as that under the LDP government, and that there was no political leadership in the process. Kan’s response was “just wait for the final result.”37

Draft budget proposals for FY2011 were submitted by the ministries by September 1. According to the proposals, the total expenditure would be 93.8 trillion yen, which included basic expenditures of 69.7 trillion yen. The total special budget request amounted to 2.9 trillion yen.38

Before the cabinet approved these budget proposals, the Government Revitalization Unit again conducted a program screening. Under the Hatoyama administration, the GRU had drawn public and media attention when it screened government programs in public hearings. As most of the programs had been formed under the LDP government, it was a relatively an easy task for the GRU. In the fall of 2010, the GRU had to screen the programs that the Kan cabinet had formed.

In the public hearings the GRU program screeners had to debate with the DPJ political appointees who were defending the programs they had formed. Although the GRU working groups screened 160 government programs, the screening resulted in a cut of 350 billion yen, about half the reduction amount in the previous year.39 The program screening to improve the government’s fiscal condition no longer seemed to be an attractive process.

On December 24 the Kan cabinet approved a government budget plan. The budget included the general account of 92.4 trillion yen, the biggest budget in history. However, it met with Kan’s goal to keep basic expenditures under 71 trillion yen and issue debt-financing bonds of around 44 trillion yen. This was not achieved because of political leadership of the Kan government, but by the numeric manipulation of MOF officials. The MOF officials gathered 7.2 trillion yen of the surplus and endowments from the special accounts. To finance the natural increase in social entitlements, the MOF officials reduced the initial budget for public investment and local allocation tax, which would be compensated for in the following supplementary budget.40

The biggest political issue in the FY2011 budget formation was how to deal with the child allowance. The DPJ’s 2009 manifesto had promised that 13,000 yen per child would be given out each month in FY2010, and the amount would be doubled in 2011 and afterwards. As it was the DPJ’s most important campaign promise, the Hatoyama government provided the promised amount in 2010. However, the GRU could not cut enough expenditures to finance the full amount of the child allowance. As a result, the Kan government decided to keep the 13,000 yen amount. The MOF’s influence over the Kan administration on budget making was so strong that Prime Minister Kan had to continue his stance in favor of fiscal reconstruction.

DEFENSE GUIDELINES AND TPP

In the field of national security, the most important achievement of the Kan government was probably the new National Defense Program Guidelines. The previous defense guidelines had been issued in 2004 under the Koizumi government. The 2004 document revised the basic defense policy to confront security challenges in the post–cold war international environment, such as regional conflicts, failed states, the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, terrorism, and piracy. In 2009 the LDP government decided to revise the guidelines to meet the changes in the area surrounding Japan—North Korea’s continued nuclear and ballistic missile development programs and its brinkmanship diplomacy, China’s advancement in its naval and air forces, missiles, outer space, maritime, and cyber capability as well as assertiveness in expansion in the East and South China Seas; and Russia’s modernization of forces in the Far East. The Hatoyama government at first tried to revise the defense guidelines in accordance with the original deadline of December 2009 but then decided to postpone this work for another year.

Prime Minister Hatoyama formed a private advisory group, the Council on Security and Defense Capabilities in the New Era, headed by Keihan Electric Railway’s chief executive, Shigetaka Satō. The council published policy recommendations in August 2010. Its report was very ambitious, as it considered necessary revisions for Japan’s national security without taking into account the political environment, which might not allow them to be adopted.41

The most important conceptual change was a shift from the Basic Defense Force (Kibanteki Bōeiryoku) to a Dynamic Defense Force (Dōteki Bōeiryoku). The Basic Defense Force concept had long served as a theoretical base to allocate defense forces across the main islands in order to avoid the creation of a power vacuum in the region and to deter an outright invasion. As this concept was created in 1976 in the midst of the cold war, Japan had allocated a large number of heavy weapons and infantry to northern Japan against a possible Soviet invasion. The new Dynamic Defense Force concept would maximize the efficiency and effectiveness of Japan’s defense forces by concentrating resources on what are truly necessary functions. The report also suggested revising Japan’s current interpretation on collective self-defense and the Three Principles on Arms Exports,42 and the five principles for Japanese peace cooperation activities.

Based on this report, Ministry of Defense officials prepared a draft of the new defense guidelines. The report met pressure for revision from three different groups. The first group was the DPJ’s Research Council on Foreign Policy and National Security, which formed the DPJ’s own proposal. The proposal explicitly recommended the establishment of a National Security Office in the Cabinet Secretariat with twenty or so politicians and staffers, enhancement of the defense posture in the southwestern region, revision of the five principles for peacekeeping operations (PKO) activities, and establishment of new rules for arms exports.43 One of the council’s leading members, Motohiro Ōno, described the process as “revolutionary.” “The traditional defense guidelines dealt only with the policy matters under the MOD. But we included PKO under the jurisdiction of the MOFA as well as arms export under the METI.”44

The second group was a private advisory group for CCS Sengoku, headed by Tokyo University professor Shinichi Kitaoka. To maintain political leadership in the process of formulating the new guidelines, Sengoku held cabinet committee meetings with Defense Minister Toshimi Kitazawa, Foreign Minister Seiji Maehara, and Finance Minister Yoshihiko Noda. To counter MOD and MOFA opinions, Sengoku asked his advisory group to come up with recommendations. The group suggested emphasizing the importance of human security as a goal for the SDF. Kitaoka, as well as two representatives from the DPJ’s Research Council on Foreign Policy and National Security, Akihisa Nagashima and Shūji Kira, joined the cabinet committee meetings, which were held more than twenty times. Nagashima described the committee meetings: “We had a very heated discussion with no bureaucrat’s involvement. The policy-making process was true political leadership.”45

The third influential group, the Socialist Party, was strongly opposed to any change in the Three Principles on Arms Exports. The Japanese business community wanted their revision to allow international joint developments in order for the domestic defense industry to survive. Socialist leader Mizuho Fukushima, however, argued that any revision would be a step for Japan to become a “merchant of death.” When Prime Minister Kan met Fukushima, she said, “Do not include the revision of the Three Principles on Arms Exports in the new defense guidelines or you will enrage me. If [such a revision were] included, the Socialist Party would have to keep a distance from your government.”46

On December 17 the new defense guidelines were approved by the Security Council and the cabinet. The government adopted the new concept of the Dynamic Defense Force, called for the establishment of a National Security Council and the enforcement of the defense posture in the southwest region and listed safeguarding human security as a major objective of Japan’s security policy. On the other hand, the revision of the Three Principles on Arms Exports was not clearly stated in the final draft owing to opposition from the Socialist Party. But it stated that Japan would study “measures in response to changes in the international environment regarding defense equipment.”47

Many in the government and the DPJ were satisfied to show the DPJ government’s ability to formulate substantially original defense guidelines under strong political leadership. The Socialist Party was happy to be able to block arms exports, which disappointed the business community and the MOD. Defense Minister Kitazawa announced in his statement on the guidelines that the MOD would study the possibility of participation in international joint development and production of defense equipment.48 It was quite unusual for the defense minister to make a statement on such an occasion. Kitazawa told the author, “Many journalists reported that the revision of the arms embargo was excluded in the report. But they were wrong. It provided the launch pad for the revision.”49 As Kitazawa explained, the Noda cabinet in December 2011 announced its policy to ease the arms embargo and allow international joint development and production projects of armaments.

While the announcement of the new defense guidelines was an achievement in the national security arena, Prime Minister Kan tried to achieve another foreign policy objective. In his second policy speech, on October 1, 2010, Kan stated, “We will look into participating in such negotiations as those for the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) agreement and will aim to build an Asia-Pacific Free Trade Area. With a view toward making the East Asian Community a reality, I want to open our country to the outside world and move forward with concrete steps of negotiations to the extent possible.”50 With this statement, Kan identified Japan’s participation in the TPP negotiation as his major policy goal.

The TPP is a multilateral free trade agreement that aims to further liberalize the economies of the Asia-Pacific region. It was originally signed by Brunei, Chile, New Zealand, and Singapore in 2005 and aimed at reducing all trade tariffs to zero by 2015. The agreement covers all the main pillars of free trade, including trade in goods and service, rules of origin, trade remedies, sanitary and phytosanitary measures, technical barriers to trade, intellectual property, government procurement, and competition policy.51 In addition to the original four countries, the United States announced that it would begin negotiations to join the TPP in September 2008. Later Australia, Malaysia, Peru, and Vietnam joined the negotiations. With its comprehensiveness and membership, the TPP had the objective of shaping a high-standard, broad-based regional pact in the Asia-Pacific.

Kan made his statement without building a consensus within the DPJ. DPJ upper house member Akira Gunji, who had served as deputy agricultural minister under the Hatoyama administration, for example, questioned in a Diet session when and where the participation in the TPP had been discussed and complained that Kan’s statement was “abrupt.”52

Prime Minister Kan established an advisory council, the Council on the Realization of the New Growth Strategy, based on the cabinet decision on September 7. At its second meeting, on October 8, the council discussed participation in the TPP negotiation. Members from the private sector, such as Nippon Keidanren chairman Hiromasa Yonekura and Tokyo University professor Motoshige Itō, stressed the importance of joining the TPP for the future of Japan’s economy. Almost all members were supportive of Japan’s participation; the only exception was Agricultural Minister Michihiko Kano, who expressed concerns about the damage to the agricultural sector. At the end of the meeting, Kan declared an intention to formulate Japan’s basic policy on the comprehensive economic partnership by the November 2010 APEC meeting in Yokohama.53

Against Kan’s initiative on the TPP, DPJ members, especially those who represented rural agricultural areas, began taking action. On October 21 anti-TPP DPJ members held a meeting that attracted 110 Diet members. As many of them were members of the groups led by Ichirō Ozawa and Yukio Hatoyama, it looked like an anti-Kan group meeting.54 The same day the council held its third meeting, inviting Mamoru Motegi, chairman of the National Association of Agricultural Co-operatives, to attend. Motegi enthusiastically claimed that the TPP, which does not allow exceptional protections, would totally destroy Japan’s agricultural sector.55

On October 27 the Cabinet Secretariat disclosed the economic impact of Japan’s participation in the TPP, as calculated by three agencies. The Cabinet Office’s estimate suggested that it would increase Japan’s GDP by 0.48–0.65 percent. On the other hand, the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry, and Fisheries stated that the total elimination of tariffs on nineteen agricultural products would decrease the GDP by 1.6 percent. On the contrary, the METI calculated that the GDP would decrease by 1.53 percent if Japan did not participate in the TPP.56 The difference of opinion within the government became quite apparent through these calculations, illustrating the lack of policy coordination by the Kantei.

On November 4 the DPJ Policy Research Council formed its policy toward the TPP. After the confrontation between pro-TPP and anti-TPP groups, a compromise was reached. The PRC’s policy recommendation was to postpone a conclusion and to hold conferences to gather information and decide whether to participate in the organization. Based on this recommendation, the cabinet Committee on Comprehensive Economic Partnership created the Basic Policy, which stated that “it is necessary to act through gathering further information, and Japan, while moving expeditiously to improve its domestic environment, will commence consultations with TPP member countries.” This was an ambivalent decision. The pro-TPP members were satisfied with the commencement of consultations with TPP member countries. At the same time, this would allow the anti-TPP members to block future participation. With this decision, Japan participated as an observer in the TPP discussions on November 13–14, 2010, held on the sideline of the APEC summit in Yokohama.

TROUBLES WITHIN THE GOVERNMENT AND THE PARTY

From November 2010 the DPJ government faced serious challenges. On November 14 Justice Minister Minoru Yanagida made a slip of tongue at a private meeting: “There are two statements for the justice minister to remember [when answering in the Diet]: ‘I would like to refrain from giving an answer on a specific incident.’ When I do not know what to answer, I just state this. Also, ‘we are operating appropriately based on laws and evidence.’ I do not remember how many times I used these phrases.”57 LDP Diet members strongly criticized his comments as an insult to the Diet. Yanagida apologized and withdrew his statement. But the opposition party demanded his resignation. On November 22 Yanagida resigned and CCS Sengoku simultaneously assumed the position of justice minister.

But Sengoku also found himself in trouble over his own slip of the tongue. At the November 18 Budget Committee meeting in the upper house, he described the Self-Defense Forces as an “instrument of violence.”58 Opposition party members strongly protested the chief cabinet secretary’s choice of a leftwing expression. Sengoku later rephrased his description of the SDF to an “organization that uses force.” The opposition parties passed resolutions in the upper house to censure Sengoku as well as Transport Minister Sumio Mabuchi, who was responsible the leakage of the video clip on the Senkaku Incident, and demanded their resignation. On January 14, 2011, Prime Minister Kan reshuffled his cabinet to remove Sengoku and Mabuchi.

Another shock hit the DPJ on January 31. Ichirō Ozawa was indicted for violating campaign finance laws based on the second decision by the Committee for the Inquest of Prosecution three months earlier. Ozawa asserted that he would prove his innocence in court. However, according to a poll conducted by the Yomiuri Shimbun on February 1–2, 51 percent of respondents felt it was appropriate for Ozawa to resign as Diet member, and 20 percent recommended that he leave the DPJ while staying on as a Diet member. Only 17 percent said he did not need to resign or leave the party. The job approval rate for the Kan cabinet dropped from 34 percent in mid-January to 27 percent, and 79 percent accused Kan of lacking leadership on this matter.59

On February 10 Prime Minister Kan met with Ozawa and asked him to leave the party. But Ozawa refused to do so voluntarily. Five days later the DPJ held its Standing Officers Council and decided to suspend the party privileges accorded to Ozawa. In protest, sixteen members of the Ozawa’s group submitted their resignation as caucus (kaiha) members in the lower house without leaving the DPJ. This was a tricky action. All the political parties must form kaiha to register their members and officers with the speaker of the relevant house. Usually the parties and their kaiha are the same, but theoretically it was possible for Diet members to belong to the party but not to the kaiha. Without these sixteen votes, the ruling coalition no longer had a two-thirds majority in the lower house.

On March 1, when the lower house voted on the FY2011 budget, the sixteen members boycotted the voting. Although the Kan government was able to enact the budget, which required only a simple majority of the lower house, it had to postpone the voting on the budget-related bills that required a majority of both houses or a two-thirds majority in the lower house. The DPJ held a meeting in which it was decided to penalize the leader of the sixteen lower house members by suspending his party privileges for six months.

Another blow to the DPJ was the revelation that Foreign Minister Maehara had received a political contribution from a foreign resident at the upper house Budget Committee meeting on March 4.60 The Political Fund Control Law prohibits politicians from accepting funds from foreign nationals. Two days later Maehara admitted he had received contributions of 250,000 yen during a period of five years from a South Korean resident in Kyoto, in violation of the law. Maehara announced his resignation in order not to create “a vacuum” in Diet deliberations on the budget and in diplomacy.61

Maehara was not the only cabinet member who received money from a foreign national. On March 11 the Asahi Shimbun carried an article stating that Prime Minister Kan himself had received 1.04 million yen from a South Korean resident.62 Asked about it at the upper house Settlement Committee meeting on the same day, Kan admitted he received the funds but stated that he did not know the benefactor was a foreign national.63 As Maehara had resigned as foreign minister for the same reason, the opposition parties demanded Kan’s resignation in return for passage of the budget bill. With the budget bill held as hostage, Kan was in a position to be forced to resign or to call for a general election. But a massive earthquake changed the political situation entirely.

THE IMPACT OF THE GREAT EAST JAPAN EARTHQUAKE

Focusing on the Nuclear Accident

Japan was hit by a 9.0 magnitude earthquake just off the Tohoku coastline at 2:46 p.m. on March 11, 2011. The most powerful earthquake ever recorded in Japan shook apart homes and other buildings. Then a devastating tsunami slammed into northeastern Japan, sweeping away almost twenty thousand people. This also damaged the nuclear reactors at the Fukushima Daiichi Plant, creating fears of a meltdown.

The Kan government’s initial reaction was quick. Four minutes after the earthquake, Prime Minister Kan established a liaison office at the cabinet’s Situation Center to gather information.64 At the same time Deputy CCS Kinya Takino and Deputy CCS for Crisis Management Tetsurō Itō called an Emergency Gathering Team meeting with eight bureau-chief-level officials of the different government agencies who were in charge of natural disasters.65 This team assessed the severity of the situation and confirmed the emergency procedures at 3:08 p.m. Six minutes later Kan identified the situation as an “extremely unusual or devastating disaster” under the Disaster Countermeasure Basic Act and established a cabinet-level committee, the Emergency Disaster Response Headquarters, with himself in charge.66 At 3:27 pm, Kan instructed Defense Minister Kitazawa to mobilize the SDF for “maximum activities.”67 At 7:03 p.m., following developments at the Fukushima nuclear plant, a “nuclear emergency” was declared based on the Act on Special Measures Concerning Nuclear Emergency Preparedness, and Kan established another cabinet-level committee, the Nuclear Emergency Response Headquarters, with the secretariat staffed by the Nuclear and Industry Safety Agency (NISA), an external bureau of the METI.68 Necessary institutions for crisis management were set up in a timely manner as outlined by the government manual for crisis management, which had been developed under the LDP government.69

That evening Kan held a meeting with leaders of the opposition parties at the Kantei. He told them that he would like to put all energy into countermeasures for the disaster. Although the opposition parties had demanded Kan’s resignation or a general election, the earthquake created a situation that made neither of the two options realistically possible. They agreed to stop the political fight and promised to cooperate on smooth passage of necessary legislation.70

The Kan government faced four challenges simultaneously. First, it needed to save and rescue earthquake victims widely spread in northeastern Japan and to engage in reconstruction of the area. Second, it had to control the large-scale damage of the nuclear power plant. Third, it was necessary to recover the distribution, transportation, and electric supply grids and to deal with the fear of the spread of radioactivity. Fourth, it had to recover Japan’s economy, which was damaged by the postearthquake reduction of production, transportation, and consumption, as well as by the appreciation of yen and a drop in stock prices.71 The Kan cabinet heavily focused on dealing with the nuclear accident.

Prime Minister Kan, who majored in applied physics at college and claimed to be an expert on nuclear policy, showed extremely strong interest in and concern over the damaged nuclear power plant run by Tokyo Electric Power Company (TEPCO). NISA director general Nobuaki Terasaka was present at the Kantei and was supposed to plan how to deal with the accident. However, being a METI official who happened to be in that position on the ministry’s job rotation schedule with no science background, he could not make any proposals. When the Nuclear Safety Commission’s chairman Haruki Madarame arrived at the Kantei at 9 p.m., he was surprised to find that the NISA had not provided any suggestions to the prime minister.72

The most serious and imminent problem was the outage involving the plant’s electric power system, which operated the emergency cooling system. As a result, the temperature and pressures inside the pressure vessels of the nuclear reactors rose sharply. To bring the reactor under control, pressure-release vents needed to be opened. Madarame suggested venting the pressure vessel to Kan. At first TEPCO was hesitant because venting would release radioactive isotopes into the air and would cast doubt on the safety of the nuclear power industry.

TEPCO waited for emergency power vehicles to arrive to supply electricity for the cooling process. Although forty such vehicles arrived at the plant, the electricity was not recovered. No explanation was given to the Kantei. CCS Edano testified, “At that point, we began developing distrust of TEPCO officials.”73 Later they learned that the vehicles’ voltage and connectors were not compatible with the plant’s system.

At around midnight the head of the Fukushima plant decided to vent. However, the manual operation in the blackout situation with the high radiation levels at the reactor was very difficult. At 3:05 a.m. METI minister Banri Kaieda held a press conference with a TEPCO official to announce the venting of the Unit 1 vessel. Seven minutes later CCS Edano held a press conference to announce that it was necessary to open the vents, and venting would release radioactivity in the air.74 But the plant operators could not open the valves for almost four hours. Edano recalled later, “We kept telling TEPCO to do it quickly, asking how come it wasn’t happening.”75 No clear answer was given, and distrust grew. Finally, at 6:50 a.m., Minister Kaieda used his legal authority to force TEPCO to open the vent.76 “To let TEPCO vent the vessel and put water into it to cool down was my mission of the moment,” Kaieda testified.77

Prime Minister Kan arrived at the Fukushima nuclear plant at 7:11 a.m., just twenty-one minutes after Kaieda’s order. Kan asked TEPCO officials why the venting was not happening. When the company vice president tried to explain, Kan said, “I did not come to hear such an excuse.” The plant’s director finally pledged to the prime minister to take action by even forming a “suicide corps.”78 Relieved by this statement, Kan left the plant at 8:04 a.m. One hour later TEPCO finally began the venting operation, opening the vents at 10:17 a.m. At 2:30 p.m. vapor came out of Unit 1 and the pressure level fell. At 3:36 pm, however, the hydrogen outside the Unit 1 reactor combined with oxygen and exploded the building, blasting contaminated smoke and debris into the air.79

Kan’s visit to the nuclear plant was criticized. LDP upper house member Yukari Satō, for example, argued that the visit had delayed TEPCO’s action to vent the nuclear reactor as the company began the operation only after Kan left the plant.80 LDP lower house member Yasutoshi Nishimura also criticized Kan, saying that the chief commander of the government should not have visited the nuclear power plant, which had the possibility of exploding.81 Still, Kan’s excessive focus on the nuclear plant continued after his visit.

The Kan government was careful about the dissemination of information on the nuclear accident in order not to cause panic among the public. CCS Edano, who acted as chief government spokesman, declared a nuclear emergency at the March 11 (7:44 p.m.) press conference but said, “Let me repeat that there is no radiation leak, nor will there be a leak.”82 He was wrong, as TEPCO had already detected radiation at the plant perimeter at 5:30 p.m. In the meantime, an evacuation zone was established initially at a radius of 3 kilometers from the plant. Soon the zone was extended to 10 kilometers, and then to 20 kilometers. The Nuclear and Industrial Safety Agency came up with a report at 10 p.m. March 11, pointing out the possibility of meltdown of nuclear fuel rods in the No. 2 reactor.83 The following day at the 2 p.m. press conference, NISA spokesman Kōichirō Nakamura mentioned the possibility of meltdown. Nakamura was removed from his position for making the public feel uneasy.

Information going out to the public about the nuclear plant accident was further complicated because the Kantei, TEPCO, and NIS A all held separate press conferences. TEPCO gathered information on its Fukushima plant and sent it to the Kantei and NISA. Based on TEPCO’s information, CCS Edano first held a press conference at the Kantei, and later the spokesman of the agency held another one with more technical details. After the March 12 explosion of the nuclear reactor, the Kantei and NISA began to consult with each other to decide what information would be open to the public. As a result, public announcements became more cautious and less informative, and the consultation process became more time and energy consuming.84

On March 15 Prime Minister Kan announced the establishment of the Joint Headquarters for the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Station Accident at the TEPCO building and asked METI minister Kaieda and Special Assistant to the Prime Minister Gōshi Hosono to work at the headquarters. The new joint headquarters for both the government and TEPCO would enable coordinated action and direct access to information for the development of timely announcements. Kan appointed former transport minister Sumio Mabuchi as his special assistant regarding the nuclear plant. In addition, he handpicked six new special advisers to the cabinet after the earthquake, bringing the total number to fifteen.85 Kan explained these appointments in an interview with a weekly magazine: “We did not receive all the necessary information. Often, we could not judge whether what we received was primary information or hearsay, or whether it was facts or estimation…. So, in addition to the received information, I asked various experts for second opinions and made judgments based on those.”86 These appointments as well as the establishment of the headquarters reflected Kan’s distrust of TEPCO and the bureaucracy, including NISA and the METI.

Difficulty of Policy Coordination

The initial reaction of the Kan government was heavily focused on the nuclear accident. The prime minister and the chief cabinet secretary were expected to handle a wide range of issues after the earthquake, including providing assistance to the victims; reconstructing the damaged areas; recovering the distribution, transportation, and electrical supply system; dealing with the fear of the spread of radioactivity; and tackling with Japan’s economic damages. CCS Edano held thirty-seven press conferences during the first two weeks after the earthquake. Among them, nineteen were dedicated exclusively to the nuclear accident, and in an additional eight conferences it was a major topic.87 Edano looked like a spokesman for the nuclear accident alone.

Because of the Kan government’s heavy focus on the nuclear accident, the other issues did not receive enough political attention and care. Iwate prefecture governor Takuya Tasso complained, “As most of the Kantei became a part of TEPCO, it could not look at the whole picture of the Great East Japan Earthquake disaster. It should never have happened.”88 Although all the ministries and agencies tried to do their best for the rescue and reconstruction of the damaged areas, political decisions were needed to set priorities given limited human and physical resources, and to flexibly interpret laws for smooth operations. For example, private truck companies volunteered to transport relief supplies, but they were not guaranteed gasoline for the return trips. Many vehicles had difficulty getting entry permits to use highways that were closed to private cars. As Kan and Edano were busy dealing with the nuclear situation, Deputy CCSs Takino and Itō could not finalize decisions by themselves on these issues. It was not governmental initiative but private-sector efforts that set up a distribution network in the damaged areas. On March 15 Keidanren chairman Hiromasa Yonekura established hotlines with the governors of the damaged prefectures and negotiated with the Ministry of Defense to use the SDF for a distribution network.89

The lack of political leadership caused many issues that required policy coordination among different ministries to remain stuck. The abolition of the administrative vice ministerial meeting was one of the major reasons for poor policy coordination. Under the Koizumi government, the subcabinet meeting had served as the first stage of the top-down decision-making process initiated by the prime minister. Deputy CCS Teijirō Furukawa often announced Prime Minister Koizumi’s intention at the meeting and informed the entire bureaucracy about policy directions. With the abolition of the subcabinet meeting, the Kantei lost an important forum for policy initiative and coordination with the national leader.

In order for the Kantei to improve its policy coordination capabilities, on March 17 Prime Minister Kan appointed Yoshito Sengoku, who had been removed from the CCS position two months earlier, as deputy CCS in charge of victim support. Kan established the Team in Charge of Assisting the Lives of Disaster Victims, statutorily headed by Minister of Disaster Management Ryū Matsumoto, but its de facto leader was Sengoku. Sengoku called a meeting with the top bureaucrats of the METI, MIC, MILT, and National Police Agency to improve the distribution situation. At the meeting he asked them which would be more effective: to gather the top officials of only the related ministries or of all the ministries. The top police official answered that if the representatives of the ministries gathered, it would be much easier to get cooperation from the entire bureaucracy in a timely manner. Sengoku thus decided to assemble the Liaison Meetings among Ministries and Agencies, attended by the top bureaucrats of all the ministries and agencies.90 This was in fact a revival of the administrative vice ministerial meeting that the Hatoyama government had abolished.

With this liaison meeting, Sengoku began interagency policy coordination for disaster relief. The meeting provided opportunities for the top bureaucrats to exchange information and coordinate their actions. But the interagency coordination was needed at various working levels. Under the traditional bottom-up policy-making process, bureaucratic officers at the deputy director level began interagency negotiations, then at the director level as well as the bureau chief level. The Hatoyama government identified the interagency policy coordination as the jurisdiction of political leaders and prohibited bureaucrats from contacting officials of other ministries or politicians. The network for interagency coordination within the government was therefore basically destroyed. Iwate prefecture governor Tasso testified, “Our prefecture received relief assistance in a timely manner from individual ministries. But some assistance, which requires interagency policy coordination, took a long time.”91

The position of deputy CCS for crisis management was established by Prime Minister Hashimoto’s administrative reform efforts for such occasions as the Great East Japan Earthquake. Then-deputy CCS Teijirō Furukawa requested the establishment of this post so that he could continue his routine work while the other deputy CCS would be totally in charge of crisis management. Itō, the deputy CCS for crisis management, gathered the Emergency Gathering Team in order to confirm the predetermined emergency policy immediately after the earthquake took place. His team met several times after major aftershocks but was never in charge of policy making or policy implementation.

When the U.S. government offered technical and logistical support for the nuclear plant accident, it would have been Itō’s role to organize a Japanese task force to coordinate with U.S. forces in Japan. But Itō did not take such action. Former parliamentary secretary of defense Akihisa Nagashima was asked by Special Advisor to the Prime Minister Gōshi Hosono to coordinate between the Japanese and American governments. Nagashima proposed forming a bilateral committee for nuclear plant countermeasures, which Kan approved.92 The committee received American technical advice and assistance, which significantly improved the situation at the nuclear plant.

Nagashima reflected that the crisis management team headed by Itō did not function at all, and he called the situation a “management crisis of crisis management.” He noted that the Kantei had an institution, but the institution did not function as “all the ministries acted in nonemergency mode.”93 The chaotic situation was created by the complicated division of authority of the different ministries and the lack of communication among them. The lack of experience with interagency coordination during the eighteen months under the DPJ government caused the crisis of the crisis management system.

NO-CONFIDENCE MOTION AGAINST KAN

On March 28 former DPJ leader Ichirō Ozawa made his first public appearance since the earthquake and met with his political disciple, Governor Tasso. Ozawa openly criticized the Kan government’s response to the disaster. He told reporters that experts had for some time pointed out the possibility of a nuclear meltdown at the Fukushima Daiichi Plant, but that NISA, the cabinet, and TEPCO had all avoided the problem.94

Ozawa was not the only one who was critical of the government. According to a Kyodo News poll conducted on March 26–27, 58.2 percent of respondents disapproved of the government’s response to the nuclear crisis, and 63.7 percent felt that Kan had not demonstrated leadership in handling the crisis.95 Kyodo News also conducted a poll asking all forty-seven prefectural governors for their opinion, and all but the Fukushima governor responded. Thirty governors disapproved of the governmental actions regarding the nuclear crisis, and only two approved.96

Public frustration was expressed in the local elections held on April 10, which elected twelve governors and five mayors as well as local assemblies in forty-one prefectures and fifteen cities. The DPJ suffered a serious setback, reflecting broad disenchantment among voters regarding the Kan government’s inability to deal with the March 11 crises, and about the continued deterioration of the economy. One month after the quake and tsunami, some 150,000 people remained in cramped and cold shelters.

Two days after the elections, NISA raised the severity of the nuclear crisis from 5 on an international scale to the highest level of 7, the same as the 1986 Chernobyl disaster. It was widely suspected that the government waited until after the local elections to minimize the announcement’s political impact. On that day Kan held a press conference to express his determination for Japan’s recovery, stating, “I pledge here and now in front of the entire nation to continue to give my all to Japan in order to overcome the earthquake and subsequent nuclear incidents and rebuild our country in such a way as to make it even better than before.” But no journalist paid any attention to his comment. Most questions focused on the timing of the announcement to raise the nuclear crisis scale. One reporter even asked Kan if the prime minister would resign, taking responsibility for the loss in the local elections.97

On the same day Ozawa met with former prime minister Yukio Hatoyama, and they shared their disgust toward Kan for not appropriately informing the public of the crisis situation. Ozawa began the anti-Kan movement. The following day he attended a meeting of his followers among DPJ lawmakers at which he distributed his opinion paper. The paper stated, “If politicians cannot prepare themselves to take full responsibility in the end, for what purpose did they achieve the change of the government. The Kan government received a warning from voters who punished the party in Sunday’s local elections.”98

LDP president Sadakazu Tanigaki echoed Ozawa’s claim. He held a press conference on April 14 in which he called for Kan’s resignation. Tanigaki stated, “The slow response of the government toward the earthquake and nuclear crisis dropped Japan’s credibility in the international community. In the local elections, Japanese people expressed that the Kan government should not be in charge of recovery. The time has come when the prime minister needs to consider his resignation.”99 The LDP leadership began preparations to submit a vote of no-confidence against Prime Minister Kan by the end of the current Diet session, scheduled for June 22.

On June 1 the LDP, the Kōmeitō, and the Sunrise Party of Japan (Tachiagare Nippon) submitted a no-confidence motion against the prime minister. The DPJ was sharply split between the pro-Kan group and Ozawa’s followers. Five Ozawa-loyal senior vice ministers and parliamentary secretaries in the cabinet submitted their resignations to vote in favor of the LDP-led motion.100 Some 70 members among Ozawa’s followers as well as the members of Hatoyama’s group expressed their support for the motion. Kan said that he would dissolve the lower house if the motion passed that house. Ozawa threatened that he and his followers would leave the DPJ and form a new party. The following morning Hatoyama met with Kan to urge party unity and avoid a possible breakup. Kan and Hatoyama wrote a memorandum:

 

1.  We will not destroy the DPJ

2.  We will prevent the LDP from returning to power.

3.  We will be responsible for the reconstruction from the earthquake and the rescue of the victims by (1) the enactment of the Basic Act on Great East Japan Earthquake Reconstruction; (2) deciding on a schedule for early compilation of a second supplementary budget.

 

According to Hatoyama, Kan also verbally promised that he would resign after the third condition was fulfilled.

At around noon on the same day, in a meeting with DPJ lower house members, Kan stated, “I would like to pass on my responsibility to a younger generation once we reach a certain stage in tackling the disaster and I have fulfilled my role [for the postearthquake recovery].” After this meeting, Ozawa told his followers that they did not have to vote for the no-confidence motion as Kan promised to resign soon. As a result, that afternoon the no-confidence motion was rejected in the lower house.

After the Diet voting, Kan held a press conference. Reporters repeatedly asked when the prime minister would resign and what exactly a “certain stage” meant. Kan, however, did not specify when he would resign but stated that the cold shutdown of the nuclear reactors would bring the situation “under a certain level of control.”101 As the cold shutdown could take until January 2012, this statement was interpreted as Kan’s intention to stay in power for another six months.

This statement upset Hatoyama. The former prime minister had thought that Kan would resign within a month. In a televised interview, Hatoyama called his successor a “swindler.”102 According to Japan’s Diet custom, a no-confidence motion can be submitted only once in a single session. Legislatively, the political parties no longer had the means to remove the prime minister. Hatoyama stated that he might call for a DPJ general meeting to submit a motion to remove him as a party president.

KAN’S DENUCLEARIZATION PLAN AND RESIGNATION

Three days after the June 24 enactment of the Basic Act on Great East Japan Earthquake Reconstruction, Prime Minister Kan in a press conference made it public that he would resign after the passage of three pieces of legislation: (1) the supplementary budget bill for FY2011 to finance the reconstruction costs; (2) the bill on Special Measures for Government Bonds to issue deficit-financing bonds; and (3) the bill to promote renewable energy in order to reduce Japan’s dependence on nuclear energy.103

While the first two bills were considered essential for postquake reconstruction, the renewable energy bill was politically controversial. Kan obviously wanted to establish his name as the prime minister who began the policy toward a nuclear-free Japan. The bill would require electric power companies to purchase renewable energy from private corporations and households at a higher price than the cost generated by nonrenewable resources. It would inevitably raise the price of electricity for households and industrial consumers.

Kan’s challenge created confusion within the DPJ as well as in the main opposition LDP. The renewable energy bill had already been approved by the cabinet and submitted to the Diet on March 11, just before the earthquake struck. Many lawmakers were against Kan’s initiative in promoting renewable energy, and when it was originally submitted the bill had no chance of passing the Diet. But in a nuclear crisis atmosphere the prime minister would remain in office if the bill was not enacted. An increasing number of politicians became amenable to Kan’s Diet strategy to pass the bill in order to ensure the prime minister’s resignation.

Kan created further confusion on July 6 when he suddenly ordered stress tests for all of Japan’s halted nuclear plants as a condition for resuming operations. The tests would examine whether the reactors were capable of withstanding a natural disaster or terrorist attacks. Initially Kan gave the authority to METI minister Banri Kaieda to acquire the approval from local governments to resume operations of some nuclear reactors. Before the July 6 order, Japan was facing the threat of a power shortage over the peak summer months and the resumption of the nuclear reactors was needed. While many local governments hesitated to resume operations, Kaieda got approval from Mayor Hideo Kishimoto of Genkai City, Saga, to restart the plant there. On July 4 Kaieda officially instructed Kishimoto to restart the Genkai nuclear power plant. Then, two days later, the prime minister made his stress-test order, thus preventing the restart. This totally upset Kaieda, who expressed his intention to resign as METI minister in the near future.

Kan’s next action created even more confusion. He abruptly introduced a new energy policy at a press conference, stating that Japan should phase out its reliance on nuclear power (which was the source of 24 percent of Japan’s electric power).104 Many critics in the political and business community did not necessarily disagree with his idea but were upset by Kan’s unilateral action and lack of specifics for such a drastic plan. Two days later, at an informal session after a cabinet meeting, cabinet ministers criticized the prime minister for making the denuclearization statement without any prior consultation. Kan told his cabinet members that it was not a government policy but his “personal opinion.”105 At the July 21 Diet meeting, when Kaieda was asked about Kan’s denuclearization statement, he expressed his disgust by describing it as “lighter than a feather.”106

The opposition LDP formed the Special Committee on Comprehensive Energy Policy to discuss Kan’s initiative on the promotion of renewable energy. By August 9 the committee had decided to support the basic concept to purchase renewable energy. But Kan’s proposal had a few problems that needed revising. First, in the Kan plan the purchase price would be decided by the METI minister, without a transparent decision-making system. Second, the rising electricity cost might drive domestic manufacturing industries out of the country. Third, as the environment of renewal energy technology is changing rapidly, the new system should be flexible to adjust to future developments.

On August 12 a political compromise was made between the ruling DPJ and the opposition LDP. Based on the LDP proposal, the price for green energy would be decided by a parliament-appointed panel twice a year. It also included provisions that extra electricity costs for energy-intensive industries would be trimmed by 80 percent. In addition, the new law would have a mandatory review of the scheme built in after three years. Based on the agreement, the revised legislation passed the lower house on August 23. Kan had accomplished his political goal, which could be the first step toward Japan’s denuclearization.

As the most controversial condition for his resignation was reached, Kan officially announced that he would resign as prime minister on August 26. With a sense of achievement over the renewable energy promotion as well as relief from heavy political responsibility, Kan announced his resignation with a broad smile on his face. The DPJ quickly set a date for the DPJ presidential election. The following day the campaign started, and the election was set for August 29. In it Finance Minister Yoshihiko Noda was chosen to be the new prime minister. The fourteen-month-old Kan government closed its history, becoming the fifth consecutive short-lived cabinet in the post-Koizumi period.
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	INSTITUTIONS AND POLITICAL LEADERSHIP





DECENTRALIZATION UNDER THE LDP

Although Japan has a political framework similar to that of many parliamentary democracies, it has developed a set of unique traditions, which created different types of veto players. While the constitution’s framers emphasized legislative supremacy over the executive, the postwar purge of many political leaders and the American decision to occupy Japan with the existing bureaucracy in place made the bureaucracy the cornerstone of policy making. In addition, the narrow interpretation of collective responsibility of the cabinet led to a requirement for unanimous consent for cabinet decisions. This unanimous consent rule, along with bureaucratic supremacy, limited the prime minister’s power in decision making in postwar Japan and gave veto power to individual cabinet members and the bureaucrats behind them.

Under this bureaucratic supremacy, the lack of strong leadership allowed sectionalism to develop. Each section of the bureaucracy had its own interests and client industry to protect. Career bureaucrats spent their entire careers in a single ministry and became strong veto players to resist policy changes that negatively affect their clients. LDP zoku members, who developed their policy expertise to become important veto players, often allied with related ministries to protect their client industries. In return for such protection, the client industries provided them with electoral and financial assistance. The sectionalism of these veto players has been an issue facing successive prime ministers.

The old multimember-district electoral system also indirectly weakened the power of the prime minister. Multiple candidates for the lower house seats made it very difficult for the LDP headquarters or its prefectural branches to focus on a single candidate in each district. As a result, central party control over election campaigns was weak, leading to the development of kōenkai and the candidates’ reliance on inner-party factions.

While the LDP’s grassroots organizations were a collection of kōenkai of individual Diet members and candidates, its headquarters became a loose coalition of five to eight major factions. The original goal of LDP factions was to put their leader in the premiership. To become and remain prime minister, a faction leader needed to keep the loyalty of at least a majority of the party supporting him while maintaining overall party harmony. Therefore he was politically forced to form a cabinet with members from factions not his own and over whom he had little control. Often the cabinet members were still highly loyal to their faction leader and not always in sync with the prime minister. Diverse loyalties weakened the cabinet’s unity and thus its control over individual ministries. LDP governments had veto players within their cabinets.

As LDP factions and kōenkai became institutionalized, it became very costly for individual LDP Diet members to maintain their kōenkai and for factions leaders to maintain their factions. The faction leaders competed to raise political funds to distribute to faction members. Individual members also raised funds by themselves to conduct kōenkai activities. As a result, many LDP Diet members were into money politics, which became the focus of criticism in the 1980s. In the late 1980s the Recruit scandal involving many LDP political leaders triggered serious attempts at political and institutional reform.

INSTITUTIONAL CHANGE AND KOIZUMI’S POLITICAL LEADERSHIP

The piecemeal institutional changes of the 1990s had created a new political environment that weakened the power of the veto players within the ruling party and the government and encouraged top-down leadership by the prime minister. The 1994 electoral reform, for example, created a significant shift in the power balance within the LDP. In the old system, constituents brought casework and requests to the more senior, politically powerful politicians in their district if there were LDP representatives. Since the reform, young LDP members in the single-seat electoral districts receive virtually all requests from their constituents, giving them a stronger political base and putting them on more equal political footing with the party elders.

As a result, the new power that younger Diet members found themselves holding encouraged them to act independently of the LDP factions and helped Junichirō Koizumi come to power in 2001. For the April 2001 LDP presidential race, the younger members demanded a more open election process, which led to Koizumi’s landslide victory that year. Because factional support had little to do with his victory, Koizumi was able to reject factional influence in choosing his cabinet and to be more independent in his decision making.

In addition to the LDP presidential elections, institutional changes brought further structural changes related to LDP factions. The SMD system and the new political fund law lowered individual members’ political and financial dependence on their faction in the election. Factions no longer played the pivotal roles of recruiting LDP candidates and distributing cabinet, subcabinet, party, and Diet positions, as the process was more centralized in the LDP headquarters and the cabinet. Today, while LDP factions still exist, their power has been significantly weakened.

Under the SMD system, the lower house members solely representing a district are expected to handle all kinds of casework. The legislators no longer enjoy the division of responsibility developed under the old multimember districts and have been forced to become policy generalists rather than specialists. The membership of the LDP’s policy subcommittees was opened to all LDP Diet members. This weakened the political influence of the PARC policy subcommittees as veto players.

In addition, the 1999 and 2001 government reforms shifted power away from the ruling party and toward the prime minister. Koizumi exploited the shift in his bold action to almost ignore the inner-party consensus-building process on the antiterrorism legislation and the postal reform. The abolition of bureaucratic assistance in the Diet created a spotlight effect for Koizumi to make his case to the public on policy issues in his own words. It also gave the prime minister stronger legitimacy to form a more competent cabinet: he could choose those with special skills and stronger loyalty to the national leader, and not just on a factional basis. In addition, the 2001 administrative reform provided Koizumi with clear legitimacy to take stronger policy initiatives and empowered the Cabinet Secretariat to carry out his policy objectives. Koizumi also took advantage of the newly created Council of Economic and Fiscal Policy to promote domestic policy reform. These changes also helped Koizumi’s more visible leadership style, which was welcomed by the public and the media and contributed to his popularity. The public saw Koizumi as a new kind of leader and strongly supported his leadership style. With Koizumi receiving such high popular support, the bureaucratic and intraparty veto players had to follow his leadership.

These changes alone, however, did not guarantee the success of a more centralized, top-down leadership, as demonstrated by the post-Koizumi leaders’ subsequent failures. The Abe cabinet could not fully take advantage of the institutional changes to push forward Abe’s domestic reforms. Abe tried to promote the growth-first policy without a tax increase through the CEFP, but his initiative was blocked by MOF officials who wanted to raise the consumption tax for fiscal reconstruction. Abe also tried to cut the road construction budget but met with strong opposition from LDP construction zoku members. On civil service reform, even Abe’s administrative deputy CCS acted against his policy initiative. Without administrative support at the Kantei, Abe could not achieve domestic reform.

After the defeat in the 2007 election, the Fukuda administration had to face the new political situation with the upper house dominated by the opposition parties. With the strong partisan veto players in the upper house, Fukuda had to pass major pieces of legislation such as the antiterrorism law and the revival of the gasoline tax by using the two-thirds majority in the lower house to override the upper house’s decision. This exhausted Fukuda’s political resources. Similarly, the unstable political environment also troubled Prime Minister Asō throughout his term. He successfully delivered economic stimulus packages and important pieces of national security legislation only with the strong support from the bureaucracy. In return, Asō reversed the civil service reform scheme to please the bureaucrats. The post-Koizumi LDP leaders could not take advantage of the political institutions to push forward their policy initiatives against the other veto players.

FAILURE OF THE DPJ’S INSTITUTIONAL CHANGES

In the 2009 general election campaign, the DPJ portrayed the governments under the LDP as “the bureaucracy-controlled government” and promised to establish a “people-centered government” by political leadership. To promote his political initiative for reform, Hatoyama introduced two new institutions. However, these institutions did not meet his expectations. The Government Revitalization Unit drew much public and media attention when it tried to cut wasteful government programs, contributing to the increased public approval rating of the Hatoyama cabinet. But it could never find enough funding to finance the new government programs that the DPJ promised during the 2009 election campaign to carry out. The National Strategic Office was created to serve as the pivotal organization to plan and implement important government policies. However, with no budget and no legal authority, the office was dysfunctional.

Prime Minister Hatoyama also announced the Basic Policy to introduce new rules to set a division of labor and responsibility between politicians and bureaucrats. Under the Hatoyama government, only the political leaders within the ministries were allowed to make policy decisions. Hatoyama prohibited bureaucrats from contacting other ministry officials and Diet members. During the one year of the Hatoyama administration, bureaucratic initiative through traditional log-rolling and policy coordination among the ministries were forbidden. As policy making by political leaders could not cover all the necessary administrative actions, many government operations became dysfunctional. These changes significantly lowered the morale of bureaucrats.

In addition, the DPJ government tried to introduce the centralized policymaking process by abolishing policy committees in the party. This kept many DPJ members from participating in the policy-making process, causing frustration within the party. Meanwhile, the Office of the Secretary General grew very powerful, as it handled all the petitions from all over the nation. Secretary General Ozawa was able to reverse governmental decisions, citing requests from constituencies.

The Futenma base issue became a good example of failed political leadership and fed an antibureaucratic stance. During the election campaign, Hatoyama promised the Okinawan people that he would relocate Futenma outside the prefecture, without knowing the feasibility of his scheme. The prime minister did not show clear vision on how to relocate the base throughout his tenure. Different cabinet ministers sought their own alternative plans but found that they were not feasible or not acceptable to Americans and Okinawans. When Hatoyama realized the infeasibility of his own plan, there were no alternative plans to the Henoko plan. Taking responsibility, Hatoyama resigned as prime minister.

Hatoyama’s successor, Naoto Kan, had once been a leading critic of bureaucratic control of the government. But he changed his view when he became prime minister. On the first day of his government, Kan issued his basic policy, which encouraged bureaucrats to actively participate in policy making. Kan also changed Hatoyama’s policy on centralizing decision making in the cabinet, reestablished the DPJ Policy Research Council, and appointed a cabinet minister as chair in order to maintain the principle of centralized decision making.

Despite institutional adjustments, the Kan government could not take advantage of the expertise of the bureaucrats. For example, Kan’s Kantei did not form an effective task force of high bureaucratic officials in the case of the Senkaku Islands incident. The worst example was the Kan government’s response to the Great East Japan Earthquake. Prime Minister Kan and CCS Edano heavily focused on the nuclear accident in Fukushima, leaving the relief work, cleanup, and recovery efforts from the quake and tsunami destruction largely untouched. While each ministry tried hard to respond to the needs of the damaged areas in Tohoku, many administrative operations that required interagency coordination were left undone with little political leadership being extended. The poor response of the Kan government led to anti-Kan activities within the DPJ and invited the opposition parties to submit a no-confidence motion against the cabinet. This eventually led to the prime minister’s resignation at the end August 2011.

NODA’S “NO-SIDE” APPROACH

Yoshihiko Noda became the third DPJ prime minister on August 30, 2011. He brought changes to two political trends. The first change was the reversal of the confrontational approach. Prime Minister Koizumi started the confrontational trend by emphasizing his reformer image and willingness to destroy the LDP. He picked fights with the largest faction, led by Hashimoto and his successors, and labeled LDP members who opposed his policy initiative as antireformists. By openly showing the fight, Koizumi attracted public support to promote his reform. Under the LDP governments of Abe, Fukuda, and Asō, the opposition DPJ conducted a confrontational approach in the Diet by taking advantage of the LDP’s minority status in the upper house, forcing the three prime ministers out of office.

Under the DPJ government, Prime Minister Hatoyama wanted to establish political leadership by avoiding bureaucratic influence in decision making. Hatoyama, however, ended up being criticized for being under strong political influence of DPJ secretary general Ichirō Ozawa. Prime Minister Kan tried to gain popular support by getting rid of Ozawa’s influence. As a result, Kan was in a constant political battle with the pro-Ozawa group throughout his tenure.

A main battle in the August 2011 DPJ presidential race was competition between the pro-Ozawa and the anti-Ozawa candidates. In addition to Noda, former foreign minister Seiji Maehara ran from the anti-Ozawa camp. From the pro-Ozawa camp, METI minister Banri Kaieda declared his candidacy. Two relatively neutral candidates, Agriculture Minister Michihiko Kano and former transport minister Sumio Mabuchi, joined the race. As the campaign period was only three days, there was hardly any policy debate. Political maneuvering among intraparty groups defined the result of the election.

As the DPJ presidential election was a by-election due to Kan’s resignation in the midst of his two-year term, it was conducted with the votes of only 398 DPJ Diet members. In the initial voting, Kaieda finished first with 143 votes from the Ozawa and Hatoyama groups, and Noda came in second with 102 votes. In the runoff, however, Noda picked up most of the votes of the Maehara and Kano groups and received 215 votes, defeating Kaieda, who earned 177 votes. In his victory speech, Noda expressed his wish to end the infighting between the pro-Ozawa and the anti-Ozawa groups by using a rugby term for game over: “Let this be the no-side moment.” After a game is over, ruggers take no side and become friends. Noda’s nonconfrontational approach was well received by the public; an Asahi Shimbun poll showed 53 percent public approval at the beginning of the Noda cabinet.

Based on his spirit of “no-side,” Noda appointed Azuma Koshiishi, a close aide to Ozawa, to the powerful position of DPJ secretary general. Noda showed his emphasis on party harmony by forming a cabinet with a careful balance of inner-party groups. In addition, he abandoned centralized policy making by the cabinet, which the Hatoyama cabinet introduced. As many nongovernment DPJ members had been excluded from the policy-making process, this policy was unpopular among many DPJ members. Noda established subcommittees under the DPJ’s Policy Research Council that were open to all DPJ Diet members to discuss policies and budget proposals. Noda even declared that the government would seek preapproval from the ruling party for all government decisions. Prime Minister Noda followed the traditions of the old LDP governments more than most recent LDP prime ministers had.

The second change was to terminate the antibureaucratic stance. Hatoyama had abolished the administrative vice ministerial meeting, which served as an important source of policy information as well as a forum for policy coordination. Before issues reached the meeting, interagency negotiations and coordination were conducted at different levels, among vice-ministers, bureau chiefs, and lower working officers. With the abolition of the meeting as well as the prohibition of bureaucratic log-rolling, the horizontal policy networks within the Japanese government were totally destroyed. While Prime Minister Kan tried to include bureaucrats in the policy process, he was unwilling to reestablish the vice ministerial meeting that he had long criticized as the symbol of bureaucratic supremacy. Despite his words about accommodating bureaucrats, Kan did not take advantage of bureaucratic expertise in the Senkaku Islands case. In response to the Fukushima nuclear accident, the prime minister showed a strong suspicion toward bureaucratic advice and constantly sought second opinions from his personal advisers.

On the other hand, Noda, immediately after he assumed office, declared no-side with regard to bureaucrats by announcing the establishment of the liaison conference among ministries and agencies (fuchō renraku kaigi), effectively revitalizing the old subcabinet meeting. While it began serving as an important forum for administrative information exchanges among ministries as well as between the Kantei and the bureaucracy, the multilayered interagency policy network, which was destroyed by Hatoyama, would need time to be reestablished.

CHICKEN GAME OVER TAX HIKE

The reestablishment of the subcabinet meeting symbolized Noda’s probureaucracy attitude. Noda, who served as finance minister in the Kan cabinet, was convinced by MOF officials of the need for fiscal reconstruction. In his first policy speech, on September 13, he announced the need for a tax hike to finance reconstruction after the earthquake. Noda also stressed the importance of the midterm fiscal reform package to raise the consumption tax to finance social security for Japan’s increasingly aging society, and he asked all political parties to participate in the policy discussions.1

Three days later the Government Tax System Research Committee announced the time-limited tax reform plan to raise 11.2 trillion yen in the coming ten years to finance the reconstruction costs. The committee proposed three options: (1) increase only corporate and individual income taxes; (2) increase income taxes as well as some indirect taxes; or (3) increase the consumption tax. Noda quickly instructed the committee to exclude the option of a consumption tax hike in order to avoid a conflict with former DPJ president Ozawa, who had led an anti–consumption tax increase campaign against the Kan cabinet. On September 28 the Noda cabinet approved a tax reform package that would raise the corporate tax for three years and the individual income tax and the cigarette tax for ten years.

The LDP strongly opposed the cigarette tax increase. The cigarette price had been raised by 100 yen per pack just one year earlier. An additional tax increase would hit the purse of low-income smokers. Without a majority in the upper house, the DPJ had to compromise and announced the exclusion of the cigarette tax on November 10. Instead, the cabinet came up with a plan to extend the individual income tax hike for twenty-five years. As a result, the reconstruction tax reform package passed the Diet on November 30 with the support from the DPJ, the PNP, the LDP, and the Kōmeitō.2

Having secured the funds for reconstruction, Noda then moved on to the next step: the midterm fiscal reconstruction plan. On December 5 he established the Government-Ruling Party Headquarters for Social Security Reform, headed by himself. The prime minister announced that the group would come up with a proposal to be enacted by June 2012, and he asked the government and the ruling parties to discuss the details of social security and taxation reform plans. Within the DPJ, the focus was on a consumption tax increase. As the DPJ had lost the 2010 upper house election after Prime Minister Kan publicly announced his intention to increase the consumption tax, there was strong opposition from lower house members who would have to run in the next general election.

On December 29 Prime Minister Noda attended a joint meeting of DPJ’s Tax System Research Committee and the Fundamental Tax and Social Security Reform Research Committee in which he stated, “If we run away from this task now, what will happen to this country?” which effectively served to override the opposition. The joint meeting finally approved the plan to raise the consumption tax rate from 5 to 8 percent in April 2014 and to 10 percent in October 2015. On January 6, 2012, the Noda cabinet adopted a draft plan for social security and tax reform that included this tax hike.3

Ozawa again publicly criticized Noda’s tax hike initiative. Ozawa saw Noda becoming a puppet of the bureaucratic veto players at the MOF like Kan had done, and as violating the DPJ’s campaign promise not to increase taxes. Many of Ozawa’s followers had run in the 2009 general election under a no-tax-hike promise and would have very little chance at being reelected if a DPJ-sponsored tax hike were to take effect. In a major interview article that appeared in the Asahi Shimbun on February 24 , Ozawa hinted that he and his followers in the DPJ might break off from the party.4 On the following day Prime Minister Noda held a secret meeting with LDP president Sadakazu Tanigaki, who had been a longtime proponent of a consumption tax increase. This meeting was regarded as Noda’s attempt to achieve political cooperation with the LDP in order to bypass Ozawa and push forward the tax hike. In early March it was reported that Deputy Prime Minister Katsuya Okada approached the LDP to form a grand coalition to pass the tax legislation. Thus a game of chicken between Noda and Ozawa was under way. While Ozawa showed his willingness to break off from the party over the tax issue, Noda hinted that he was willing to cut off Ozawa’s group and cooperate with the LDP.

The conflict between Noda and Ozawa was highlighted when the Noda cabinet approved the consumption tax bill on March 30. Four subcabinet members of the Ozawa group resigned in protest. In addition, twenty-nine Ozawa followers resigned from their party posts. One month later the Tokyo District Court found Ozawa not guilty of conspiracy to falsify political fund reports. DPJ secretary general Koshiishi requested the party reinstate Ozawa’s party membership, which had been suspended because of the indictment. On May 8 the DPJ Standing Officer’s Council granted Ozawa’s party privileges. Ozawa now had greater freedom to fight against the tax hike.

In the hope of keeping the ruling party together, DPJ secretary general Koshiishi arranged a meeting between Noda and Ozawa on May 30. Noda asked Ozawa for his cooperation in enacting the tax legislation. Ozawa told the prime minister that he could not give his support as it would be a major tax hike of close to thirteen trillion yen. The gap between the two was not filled, but they agreed to meet again. At the second meeting, on June 3, Ozawa remained opposed to the tax hike, and Noda told Ozawa that he would enter negotiations with the opposition LDP instead.

In the negotiations the LDP demanded that Noda renounce the party manifesto and completely rework the Latter-Stage Elderly Health Care System. A compromise was reached on June 15. While Noda could keep an appearance of his commitment to the manifesto, he agreed to create a national conference on social security reform to review the health care program. Although the LDP wanted a promise of an early dissolution of the lower house, Noda did not offer anything up on this matter. With the agreement to review health care, the consumption tax bill passed the lower house on June 26. However, fifty-seven DPJ members voted against the legislation and sixteen avoided voting.

A week later Ozawa and forty-eight other Diet members (thirty-six lower house, twelve upper house) submitted letters of resignation to the DPJ. They formed a new party, People’s Lives First (Kokumin no Seikatsu ga Daiichi). The party’s top priority goals were to abandon a planned tax hike and to abolish nuclear power plants. Noda thought that Ozawa’s break from the DPJ would improve his public approval rate. On the contrary, according to an Asahi Shimbun poll (July 7–8), Noda’s approval rate sank to 25 percent. The result of the chicken game was that Ozawa could not stop the vote on the tax hike and Noda lost forty-nine Diet members while failing to receive public support.

The stage for the tax legislation moved to the upper house when its special committee began deliberation on July 13. On August 1, when Noda met with a labor leader, he mentioned his hope to form a budget for the next fiscal year. This could mean that he would remain in office until the next spring, upsetting LDP president Tanigaki. In a press conference Tanigaki stated “Honestly speaking, I have a feeling that [Prime Minister Noda] wants to pick a fight with me.” Now Noda had to face another game of chicken, this time with the LDP.

The LDP told Noda that it would submit a motion of no-confidence against his cabinet unless the prime minister specified the timing of lower house dissolution. However, there was strong opposition to the early dissolution within the DPJ because at least a half of its lower house members would lose their seats in the election. Once Noda mentioned a concrete date for dissolution, he would have to face a fierce intraparty battle. Noda’s response to the LDP was that he would call an election “in the near future.” LDP president Tanigaki rejected this, and Noda asked for a meeting with him. The meeting was held on the night of August 8. The two party leaders agreed to pass the tax legislation as Noda promised to dissolve the lower house “sometime soon.” As a result, the legislation to raise the consumption tax passed the upper house on August 10.

POLITICS OVER THE GENERAL ELECTION

By the end of August 2012, LDP and Kōmeitō members were frustrated at seeing no sign that Noda would immediately dissolve the lower house. The two parties decided to submit a censure motion against the prime minister in the upper house. However, the seven other opposition parties had already submitted one, and they demanded that their motion should be voted on first. LDP president Tanigaki decided to vote for their motion, which criticized the three-party cooperation among the DPJ, LDP, and Kōmeitō on tax hikes and other policies.

The Kōmeitō did not vote for the motion, which could have meant selfdenial of past policies, causing senior LDP leaders to criticize Tanigaki’s decision and express their disapproval of his reelection as LDP president. Thus Tanigaki chose not to run in the LDP presidential election on September 26.

Former prime minister Shinzō Abe, former PARC chairman Shigeru Ishiba, LDP secretary general Nobuteru Ishihara, former CCS Nobutaka Machimura, and PARC deputy chairman Yoshimasa Hayashi all declared their candidacy for party leadership. In the first round of voting, these candidates fought for the 300 votes from LDP local branches and 198 votes from LDP Diet members. Ishiba led the first round, with 165 local and 33 Diet votes, but was defeated by Abe in the two-man runoff vote, which counted only Diet votes. Abe was to be the new face to fight against Prime Minister Noda, who had been reelected as DPJ president just five days earlier.

After new party leadership was elected in the two major parties, media and public attention swiftly shifted to the timing for the general election. On October 29 Noda made a policy speech during the extraordinary session of the Diet, which began that day. In the following question-and-answer session, Abe demanded an election by year’s end. Noda simply responded that he would make his decision when the conditions were met. Two days later he presented those conditions, which included legislation to allow the government to issue deficit-financing bonds, establishment of a national council to revise the social security system, and electoral reform of the lower house.

This raised tensions within the DPJ, as many of its members were desperate to postpone the election, fearing a disastrous defeat. Meanwhile the Noda government approached the LDP and the Kōmeitō to request cooperation on the issuance of bonds to finance administrative operations. On November 13 the two parties agreed with the government, fulfilling the first condition for the general election. The same day the DPJ held a Standing Officers Council meeting, during which many members expressed their opposition to an early election, and Secretary General Okiishi was asked to express “the party consensus” to Noda.

In the Diet meeting the following day, however, Noda told Abe that he would be willing to dissolve the lower house on November 16 if the LDP agreed to the lower house electoral reform, which would correct the malapportionment and reduce the 180 proportional representation seats. At first Abe was surprised by Noda’s offer, but then he acceded to the request. After consulting the LDP leadership, Abe agreed to establish a national council for social security reform and to pass the legislation to correct the malapportionment situation, and he suggested that the LDP would cooperate with the DPJ on the PR seat reduction in the next Diet session. Noda accepted Abe’s response and dissolved the lower house on November 16, after the enactment of legislation on bond issuance and electoral reform.

In the December 16 general election, twelve parties fought for 480 lower house seats. In addition to the ten existing parties (DPJ, PNP, LDP, Kōmeitō, Your Party, Social Democratic Party, Communist Party, New Party Daichi, Renaissance Party, and New Party Nippon), two newly created parties entered the race—the Japan Restoration Party (JRP) and the Japan Future Party (JFP). The JRP was first led by popular Osaka City mayor Tōru Hashimoto, who drew public attention through mass media and Twitter. He strongly advocated decentralizing government authority. Tokyo governor Shintarō Ishihara joined the JRP to lead the election campaign under the flag of government decentralization. Shiga prefecture governor Yukiko Kada established the JFP under the flag of denuclearization. Ichirō Ozawa and his followers joined the JFP, which was later renamed as the People’s Life Party.

The LDP won a landslide victory in the general election, capturing 294 lower house seats. With 31 seats won by the Kōmeitō, the new coalition government would have more than a two-thirds majority of the 480-seat house, which implied the ability to override rejection by the upper house. The DPJ experienced a disastrous defeat, securing only 57 seats. It lost 173 seats, including 7 seats held by incumbent cabinet ministers. A major contrast was found in the results of the two newly formed parties: the JRP picked up 54 seats, but the JFP only 9 seats. The newly elected prime minister, Shinzō Abe, would still have to face a split Diet without a majority in the upper house, but the two-thirds majority in the lower house would give him leverage to conduct smoother Diet operations than the DPJ governments had faced after the 2010 upper house election.

POLITICAL LEADERSHIP AND BUREAUCRATIC SUPPORT

The DPJ prime ministers did not take advantages of the institutional changes brought by Hashimoto’s administrative reform. In fact, Hatoyama introduced additional institutional changes in order to establish political leadership but created more confusion than concrete results. Instead of establishing strong political leadership, Hatoyama’s initiative created a weak bureaucracy. Kan tried to reverse excessive bureaucratic exclusion, but his distrust of bureaucrats came back over the responses to the earthquake. Seeing the failure of his two predecessors, Noda established a better relationship with the bureaucrats. But many experts observed that the prime minister was controlled by the bureaucrats, like many past LDP prime ministers.

The stories in this book tell us that centralized policy making is effective only when a motivated and talented leader can take advantage of institutional changes to control and cooperate with the bureaucracy. Without effective bureaucratic support, the prime minister cannot achieve major policy changes via top-down decision making.

Under the traditional LDP governments, with some exceptions, policy making in the government and the ruling party was highly decentralized. The LDP prime ministers relied heavily on the bureaucracy and zoku members in policy making. The leaders met strong opposition from the institutional and intraparty veto players when they introduced drastic, controversial policies. As a result, many reform policies ended up with political compromises. The situation of the LDP governments before Koizumi is portrayed in the upper left box of figure 7.1, which shows weak prime ministerial leadership and effective bureaucratic support.

Koizumi took advantage of institutional changes to carry out drastic reform plans using the top-down decision-making style. With his high popular support, he forced the veto players in the government and the ruling party to follow his direction. The Koizumi government is depicted in the upper right box of the figure as strong leadership and effective bureaucratic support. However, the post-Koizumi LDP leaders failed to take advantage of the new institutional arrangements and the situation reverted to that of the pre-Koizumi era.

Hatoyama introduced a new institutional arrangement in an attempt to establish political leadership. As illustrated in the Okinawa base issue, he did not show strong political leadership and failed to utilize bureaucratic support. The Hatoyama administration can be categorized as one of weak leadership and ineffective bureaucratic support, as noted in the lower left box of figure 7.1.
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FIGURE 7.1. Leadership and Bureaucratic Support

Kan tried to show strong political leadership in the Senkaku Islands incident and the responses to the earthquake. But without effective bureaucratic support, he failed to deliver efficient responses in these crises. His confrontational approach with Ozawa’s group eventually forced him out of office. The Kan government is illustrated in the lower right box as strong leadership and ineffective bureaucratic support. Noda learned the lessons from the two previous DPJ leaders and decided to adopt a nonconfrontational approach and effectively utilize bureaucratic support. As a result, he ended up being an old-style leader with decentralized decision making, like pre-Koizumi LDP prime ministers.

To successfully exercise political leadership, a Japanese prime minister needs to balance between centralized institutions and bureaucratic support. By doing so, the prime minister can beat institutional, partisan, and intraparty veto players and deliver drastic reform policies.
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	EPILOGUE

DEVELOPMENTS UNDER THE ABE CABINET







AS A RESULT OF THE LDP’s landslide victory in the general election, Shinzō Abe again became the prime minister on December 26, 2012. Abe formed his cabinet, which he named a “crisis-busting cabinet.” In his first cabinet in 2006, he appointed many of his close associates to cabinet and subcabinet positions. As a result, a series of scandals and controversial remarks by cabinet members provoked public outrage and weakened his cabinet. This time, Abe appointed competent LDP members to the key cabinet positions, including former prime minister Tarō Asō as both deputy prime minister and finance minister, Yoshihide Suga as chief cabinet secretary (CCS), and Akira Amari as economic minister.

In his policy speech on January 22, 2013, Abe outlined the policies that the LDP members nurtured over their three years as an opposition party in the areas of both domestic and foreign policy.

Among domestic policies, Abe’s highest priority was economic revival. Abe reinstated the Council Economic and Fiscal Policy (CEFP), which the DPJ governments had abolished, as a control tower for a broad range of economic policies. In addition, he established the Headquarters for Japan’s Economic Revitalization to specifically oversee the economic revival. Abe’s economic plan was soon labeled as “Abenomics” by the media. Abenomics consists of monetary easing policy, an expansive fiscal policy, and economic growth strategies to encourage private investment.

At the first CEFP meeting on January 9, Prime Minister Abe declared to set a 2 percent inflation target and pressured the Bank of Japan (BOJ) to drastically ease the monetary policy to overcome chronic deflation and the strong yen which troubled many export-oriented corporations. Although BOJ Governor Masaaki Shirakawa was hesitant to set a numerical target for inflation, the BOJ finally released a joint statement with the government to “pursue monetary easing and aim to achieve the inflation target at the earliest possible time.”

Even after the announcement of the joint statement, Prime Minister Abe kept pressuring the BOJ. For example, at the February 18 Diet meeting, Abe mentioned the possibility to proceed with revising the BOJ law if the central bank failed to comply with the government’s desire for more aggressive measures to fight against deflation. Under pressure from Abe, BOJ governor Shirakawa stepped down on March 19, almost three weeks before his five-year term was due to end.

The market reacted positively to Abe’s economic initiatives. On March 8, the Nikkei Stock Average returned to the level of the fall 2008 pre-Lehman shock era as the yen weakened to over 95 yen per dollar, giving an advantage to many Japanese export-oriented industries.

The appointment of a new BOJ governor was very important to reconfirm the government’s commitment to the inflation target. Abe’s pick for this key position was former MOF vice minister and Asian Development Bank President Haruhiko Kuroda, who had been a vocal critic of Shirakawa’s BOJ policies for reacting too slowly on anti-deflation measures. Kuroda met the qualifications suggested by Abe’s cabinet members and opposition parties, including experience of managing a large organization, strong English skills to communicate with the global community, and sharing Abe’s call for a bolder monetary stimulus.

However, delicate political maneuvering was needed to achieve Diet approval for this major appointment. In 2008 under the Fukuda cabinet, the main opposition DPJ effectively blocked the appointment of former MOF officials to BOJ governorship by arguing that they might erode central bank independence.

More controversial was Abe’s choice for BOJ deputy governor, Gakushūin University Professor Kikuo Iwata, who was seen as too radical by some lawmakers. The parliamentary approval was seen as one of the biggest challenges in the current Diet session for Abe as the ruling coalition did not have a majority in the upper house.

The DPJ, which held the most seats in the upper house, opposed Iwata’s appointment. However, in order to split the opposition block Abe strategically persuaded other opposition parties to support the Iwata appointment, including the Japan Restoration Party and Your Party. As a result, the appointment of Kuroda and Iwata as well as the promotion of BOJ Executive Director Hiroshi Nakaso to another deputy governor position was approved by the upper house on March 15.

These appointments completed the lineup for promoting the Abenomics economic policies. During the Diet hearing, Kuroda expressed his determination, saying “I will take whatever steps possible to pull the nation out of deflation.” The government and the central bank were expected to closely work together to end two decades of economic stagnation.

The most urgent economic policy issue the Abe cabinet had to tackle was the formation of the FY2012 supplementary budget. During the election campaign, Abe had indicated that he would move swiftly on a large supplementary budget. On the day he assumed office, Prime Minister Abe instructed his cabinet members to start drafting it. On January 15, 2013, just three weeks into his premiership, the Abe cabinet approved a 13.1 trillion yen supplementary budget plan, the second-biggest of its kind, close to the record high of 14.7 trillion yen set by the Asō cabinet in spring 2009.

Of the 13.1 trillion yen, 10 trillion yen would be used for “emergency economic measures.” About half of that amount would be spent on public works projects, under names such as “reconstruction and disaster prevention,” “establishment of safe living condition,” and “revitalization of local communies.” The amount of public works projects in the supplementary budget was comparable to that of an annual budget. The austerity-minded Ministry of Finance accepted this budget in return for the consumption tax hike scheduled for spring 2014. The big supplementary budget was expected to boost the Japanese economy.

On the foreign policy front, Abe declared to undertake “a drastic reshaping” in his policy speech. Above all, the highest priority was given to reinforcing the Japan-U.S. alliance. Abe vowed to devote his “greatest possible efforts to lighten Okinawa’s burden, including through the relocation of Futenma Air Station.”

On February 22, Abe visited Washington to meet with American President Barack Obama. At the meeting, Abe promised to implement the bilateral agreement to relocate the Futenma station without delay. In his February 28 policy speech, the prime minister said, “We must not allow Futenma Air Station to remain at its current location indefinitely. We will build up a relationship of trust while listening carefully to the voices of the people of Okinawa. And, we will move forward at an early time regarding the relocation of Futenma Air Station.”

The Japanese government initiated formal procedures to relocate the station to the Henoko district of Nago City. The Defense Ministry asked the Nago Fishermen’s Cooperative for its consent on land reclamation work to build a new airfield. On March 11, the cooperative made a decision to support needed landfill in return for financial compensation. After receiving this approval, the Japanese government filed an application for the landfill project with the Okinawa Prefectural Government. As all the documents were in order, Okinawa accepted the application and would make the decision to allow the landfill or not by the governor within several months. These quick actions demonstrated the strong political determination of the prime minister and displayed a stark contrast to the DPJ governments that did not make any progress over this issue over a couple of years.

Another foreign policy issue that the Abe cabinet quickly moved on was the participation in the TPP. During the general election campaign, the LDP stated a policy platform that the party would oppose participation in the TPP negotiations as long as the requirement for participation is tariff elimination without exemptions. This effectively put off a final decision, and left ample room for entry to the negotiation with the existing countries. During his Washington visit, Abe sought an American assurance to allow exemptions for sensitive trade commodities, such as rice.

After extensive discussions over the topic, the prime minister and the president released a joint statement which stated, “Recognizing that both countries have bilateral trade sensitivities,… the two Governments confirm that… it is not required to make a prior commitment to unilaterally eliminate all tariffs upon joining the TPP negotiations.” With this joint statement, Prime Minister Abe held a press conference on March 15 and announced the decision to participate in the TPP negotiations.

Among the national policy issues, there were two agenda items that Abe failed to achieve during his first premiership, and that he was eager to push through during his second cabinet: the establishment of a Japanese version of the U.S.-style National Security Council (NSC) and the reinterpretation of the Constitution to allow Japan to exercise the right of collective self-defense.

In mid-January, a hostage crisis developed when al-Qaeda–linked terrorists took more than 800 people hostage at a gas facility near In Amenas, Algeria, which resulted in the death of ten Japanese nationals. To Abe, this incident reconfirmed the need for the establishment of an NSC, which would gather and analyze information to deal with crisis situations. On February 15, Abe held the first meeting of a government panel of experts to consider the creation of an NSC. Within a couple of months, the panel was expected to compile a report. Based on the report, the government was to submit legislation during the current ordinary Diet session.

To discuss Japan’s right to collective self-defense, Prime Minister Abe held an inaugural meeting of the Advisory Panel on Reconstruction of the Legal Basis for Security on February 8. This panel was first established under Abe’s first cabinet, but its report was never implemented due to his sudden resignation. The panel was to produce a similar report to recommend the reinterpretation of the Constitution to enable Japan to exercise the right of collective self-defense.

The revision of the Constitution was another issue Abe pledged to advance. In April 2012, the LDP came up with the draft proposal of revisions. The draft called for a revision of the pacifist Article 9, strengthens the role of the Emperor, and negates public servants’ right to strike, among other things. On January 30, 2013, Abe stated at the lower house meeting that his first goal was to change Article 96 which governs the amendment process. Currently, an amendment must be passed by a two-third majority in both houses of the Diet and must be supported by a majority in the public referendum. Abe’s goal was first to lower the bar to require just a simple majority of the two houses for further amendments.

The issue of constitutional revision was complicated by a series of court decisions announced in March 2013. High and local courts in Japan responded to sixteen law suits to declare that the current lower house seat allocation was unconstitutional or in “a state of unconstitutionality.” Hiroshima High Court and its Okayama branch even ruled that the December 2012 general election was invalid. Two years before the ruling, the Supreme Court had already decided that the 2009 lower house election was in a state of unconstitutionality as described in chapter 4. However, the legislative branch failed to take necessary measures before the 2012 general election as required by the Supreme Court. There was an argument that lawmakers who were elected in an invalid election should not revise the Constitution.

These foreign policy and national security issues Abe wished to tackle were major, and it would require substantial efforts by the national leader and elaborate staff support. In order to carry out his initiatives, Abe appointed a former foreign vice minister, Shōtarō Yachi, as a counselor at the Cabinet Secretariat. Yachi asked Abe to appoint his most trusted confidant Nobukatsu Kanehara to Assistant CCS. Yachi and Kanehara were seen by many as Abe’s chief advisers to control the government’s foreign policy at the kantei.

In addition to the foreign policy area, Abe intended to take advantage of the expertise held by the government’s bureaucracy. He reinstated the administrative vice ministerial meeting, which the Hatoyama cabinet had abolished. The new subcabinet panel began their weekly meeting on December 28, 2012. Prime Minister Abe attended its first meeting and stated, “In order to tackle the crises our country faces, it is necessary to promote real political leadership based on mutual trust between political leaders and bureaucrats.”

The subcabinet meeting was expected to reestablish important sources of power for the prime minister, the CCS, and especially the administrative deputy CCS who serves as its chairman. The panel was to help promote the prime minister’s policy initiatives within the ministries. As all government policies would be reported at the subcabinet meeting, the bureaucratic leaders would have prior consultation with the CCS and the deputy CCS, and would frequently ask for their coordination when conflicts exist among different agencies. Under the subcabinet panel, a multilayered network of interagency policy coordination among bureau chiefs, directors, and their deputies to promote the cabinet’s initiative would be reestablished.

Prime Minister Abe faced major challenges to achieve the above major policy goals, and at the time of writing it is unknown how many of them Abe would be able to push through. But his policy goals were clearly stated, and he seemed to have extensive bureaucratic support. Among the leadership styles introduced in chapter 7, Abe’s performance in the first several months might place him in the same category as Koizumi with strong leadership and effective bureaucratic support. So far, Abe has successfully balanced between centralized institutions and bureaucratic support and would likely beat institutional, partisan, and intraparty veto players in order to achieve, at least, some of his policy goals.
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APPENDIX 1. Japan’s Party System, 1946–2013

Note: The processes of fragmentation and mergers are simplified.


APPENDIX 2

POSTWAR PRIME MINISTERS: TERMS OF OFFICE




	PRIME MINISTER
	PARTY AFFILIATION
	TERM OF OFFICE



	Naruhiko Higashikuni
	None
	8/17/1945–10/9/1945



	Kijūrō Shidehara
	Progressive
	10/9/1945–5/22/1946



	Shigeru Yoshida
	Liberal
	5/22/1946–5/24/1947



	Tetsu Katayama
	Japan Socialist
	5/24/1947–3/10/1948



	Hitoshi Ashida
	Democratic
	3/10/1948–10/19/1948



	Shigeru Yoshida
	Democratic Liberal / Liberal
	10/19/1948–12/10/1954



	Ichirō Hatoyama
	Liberal/Liberal Democratic
	12/10/1954–12/23/1956



	Tanzan Ishibashi
	Liberal Democratic
	12/23/1956–2/25/1957



	Nobusuke Kishi
	Liberal Democratic
	2/25/1957–7/19/1960



	Hayato Ikeda
	Liberal Democratic
	7/19/1960–11/9/1964



	Eisaku Satō
	Liberal Democratic
	11/9/1964–7/7/1972



	Kakuei Tanaka
	Liberal Democratic
	7/7/1972–12/9/1974



	Takeo Miki
	Liberal Democratic
	12/9/1974–12/24/1976



	Takeo Fukuda
	Liberal Democratic
	12/24/1976–12/7/1978



	Masayoshi Ōhira
	Liberal Democratic
	12/7/1978–6/12/1980



	Zenkō Suzuki
	Liberal Democratic
	7/17/1980–11/27/1982



	Yasuhiro Nakasone
	Liberal Democratic
	11/27/1982–11/6/1987



	Noboru Takeshita
	Liberal Democratic
	11/6/1987–6/2/1989



	Sōsuke Uno
	Liberal Democratic
	6/2/1989–8/8/1989



	Toshiki Kaifu
	Liberal Democratic
	8/8/1989–11/5/1991



	Kiichi Miyazawa
	Liberal Democratic
	11/5/1991–8/6/1993



	Morihiro Hosokawa
	Japan New
	8/6/1993–4/28/1994



	Tsutomu Hata
	Renewal
	4/28/1994–6/29/1994



	Tomiichi Murayama
	Japan Socialist
	6/29/1994–1/11/1996



	Ryūtarō Hashimoto
	Liberal Democratic
	1/11/1996–7/30/1998



	Keizō Obuchi
	Liberal Democratic
	7/30/1998–4/5/2000



	Yoshirō Mori
	Liberal Democratic
	4/5/2000–4/26/2001



	Junichiō Koizumi
	Liberal Democratic
	4/26/2001–9/26/2006



	Shinzō Abe
	Liberal Democratic
	9/26/2006–9/26/2007



	Yasuo Fukuda
	Liberal Democratic
	9/26/2007–9/24/2008



	Tarō Asō
	Liberal Democratic
	9/24/2008–9/16/2009



	Yukio Hatoyama
	Democratic Party of Japan
	9/16/2009–6/8/2010



	Naoto Kan
	Democratic Party of Japan
	6/8/2010–8/30/2011



	Yoshihiko Noda
	Democratic Party of Japan
	8/30/2011–12/26/2012



	Shinzō Abe
	Liberal Democratic
	12/26/2012–
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