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JapaN 2020: ABE’S WELL-LAID PLANS GO AWRY
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Like elsewhere, the COVID-19 pandemic caused substantial disruptions in Japan.
While generous fiscal spending mitigated the pandemic’s economic fallout, and Japan
is poised in 2021 to rebound from its year-on-year 4.8% fall in GDE there was signif-
icant political fallout in 2020. The postponement of the Olympic Games, the Abe gov-
ernment’s percetved inability to tackle the pandemic, and the (re)surfacing of political
scandals led to Japan’s longest-serving Prime Minister popularity plummeting. The
re-emergence of Abe’s health problems then precipitated his abrupt resignation. This
ushered in the premiership of Suga Yoshihide, who promised to enact structural reforms
and ambitious digitalization and environmental programmes, while also promising
to continue significant elements of Abe’s policy agenda. Internationally, COVID-19
accelerated US-China tensions and, in connection to that, China’s regional assertive-
ness. This perceived assertiveness as well as China’s political involution and human
rights violations in Hong Kong and Xinjiang, in turn, hardened the Japanese gov-
ernment’s position vis-a-vis Beijing. This happened despite Abe’s early 2020 efforts
towards hosting a state visit by the Chinese president. Instead, the year ended with a
«Quad» meeting at the ministerial level, hosted in Tokyo, rather than an entente with
China. At the same time, Japan deepened its «Indo-Pacific»> engagement with impor-
tant European nations as well as the European Union itself. It did so while doubling
down on economic security initiatives that strengthened supply chain resiliency and
provided telecommunication alternatives to Chinese initiatives, thereby restraining
Chinese strategic influence. Security cooperation with the Uniled States — through
joint development of weapons systems, such as a new Japanese fighter, and close coor-
dination in space, cyber and electromagnetic warfare — continued unabated in 2020.

Keyworps — COVID-19, Suga Yoshihide, Free and Open Indo-Pacific, Japa-
nese foreign and security policy, economic security, O-RAN

* The authors wish to thank two anonymous reviewers, Glen Fukushima and
Paul Nadeau for feedback. First name follows family name for East Asian names.
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1. COVID-19 and Abe’s downfall

2020 was supposed to be a capstone year for Japanese Prime Minister Abe
Shinzo. Ideally, Abe and a newly enthroned Reiwa Emperor would welcome
Xi Jinping to Tokyo, in the first official state visit to Japan by a Chinese leader
since 2008, and put the finishing touches on a tactical détente in Sino-Japa-
nese relations. Cashing in on his appearance as Super Mario at the Rio 2016
closing ceremony,' Abe would then preside over a successful Tokyo Olympics.
With a special emphasis on the Tchoku region’s post-3/11 reconstruction, the
government would showcase to the world a uniquely hospitable (omotenashi),
culturally popular, and still technologically sophisticated Japan.?

In this scenario, positive patriotic sentiments would accompany re-
cord revenues for corporate and small and medium-sized enterprises
(SMEs) due to the impressive number of visitors and spending — especially
from China — before, during and after the Olympics. Together with the mas-
sive ¥ 26 trillion stimulus package (ca. € 208 billion) and ¥ 4.4 trillion (ca. €
35 billion) supplementary budget, the Japanese economy would then fight
off the effects of the September 2019 consumption tax rise and slowdown in
Olympics-related construction, extending the anti-recessionary successes of
the eponymous Abenomics growth strategy.” A very light legislative agenda
in the first half of 2020 would also leave plenty of time for debate and legis-
lative preparations for legacy-making constitutional revision.* By leveraging
economic tail winds and the diplomatic and domestic shine of a successful
Olympics, Abe could then secure one final landslide electoral victory for the
Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) in Autumn. This victory would ripen the
conditions for one final constitutional revision push and give Abe significant
influence in selecting his successor. His successor would then be set up to
break the cycle of six consecutive year-long premierships preceding Abe’s
record-breaking administration.

Fast forward one year, things looked very different from this idealised
timeline. There was no meeting with Xi Jinping, and Sino-Japanese rela-
tions reverted to troubled form. The COVID-19 pandemic forced a one-year
postponement of the Olympics and then its hollowing out due to overseas
spectators not being able to attend. This dealt a financial and psycholog-
ical blow to the Japanese people, to Japan’s SMEs, and to the 68 official
corporate sponsors anticipating brand enhancement from the most heavily

1. Abe was dressed up as Super Mario for public diplomacy purposes.

2. Oki Nagai, Japan’s Once-a-decade Mind Games with China over Top Lead-
er Visit’, Nikkei Asia, 27 January 2020.

3. Yuko Aizawa, ‘Tough Diet Session Begins’, NHK World, 27 January 2020;
‘Cabinet Approves ¥26 trillion Stimulus Package to Prop up Slowing Japanese Econ-
omy’, Japan Times, 5 December 2019.

4. Adam Liff, ‘Japan in 2020: COVID-19 and the End of the Abe Era’, Asian
Survey, Vol. 61, Issue 1, 2021, pp. 49-64.
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sponsored athletic event ever.’ In addition to enduring pandemic-related
medical stresses on social services, Japan entered a recession for the first
time in half a decade, arguably enduring its «largest [economic] crisis since
World War II.»® Abe was gone, and his successor, Suga Yoshihide was already
struggling as LDP factions again appeared ascendant. No election had been
called and constitutional revision was barely discussed in 2020.

This article elaborates on these developments and their implications.
They portend a more dynamic domestic and international environment for
Japan and its leaders in the years ahead, compared to the relative stability
of the «Abe era». COVID-19 clearly played a role in hastening Abe’s prema-
ture departure by depriving him of the economic, diplomatic, and political
tools that had hitherto sustained his administration.” Up until the end of
2019, the government of Japan could claim a number of economic successes
under the rubric of Abenomics: a yen weakened by 20% against the United
States Dollar which had precipitated a 20% jump in annual exports and the
tripling of overseas visitor and spending numbers; the doubling of share
market prices and pre-tax corporate returns; a 50% increase in tax revenue
and a reduction in the government’s budgetary bond dependency ratio;
and a plummeting unemployment rate (2.2% - down from 4.3%) as 4.1 mil-
lion more people — and 3.1 million more women — found work despite the
accelerated onset of an aging and shrinking population.®

The global COVID-19 onslaught, however, undermined these
achievements and narratives of success. Exports dropped 11.1% to the
lowest level since 2012 thanks in part to China’s severe first quarter GDP
contraction (-6.8%) — its first negative growth since 1976. At the same
time, private financial institutions and spenders tightened their belts as
deflation reappeared.” COVID-19 also undercut the Abe government’s

5. THEEL] » [41a o+ ] N ZHEEHE. AisDERTAENL T (Reconstruc-
tion» Turns into «Corona Overthrow»; Abe Administration Unable to Appeal to the
Significance of the Olympics), fiji Tsishin, 28 August 2020; Leo Lewis, Robin Harding &
Kana Inagaki, ‘Olympic Sponsorship: Japan Inc Pressed into National Service’, The Fi-
nancial Times, 15 August 2019; ‘New Record for International Visitors to Japan’, Nippon.
com, 27 January 2020; ‘Foreign Tourists Spend Record 4.8 Tril. Yen in Japan in 2019,
Kyodo News, 17 January 2020; Rurika Imahashi & Francesca Regaldo, “Tokyo Olympics
Delay Leaves Sponsors Facing Losses and Lawsuits’, Nikkei Asia, 16 February 2021.

6. ‘Japan Slides into Recession as Economy Shrinks 3.4%’, Kyodo News, 18
May 2020.

7. Lift, Tapan in 2020°.

8. Government of Japan Website, ‘Abenomics’, January 2019 (https://www.ja-
pan.go.jp/abenomics/_userdata/abenomics/pdf/1901_abenomics.pdf).

9. National Bureau of Statistics of China, Decline of Major Economic Indicators
Significantly Narrowed Down in March, 17 April 2020 (http://www.stats.gov.cn/english/
PressRelease/202004/t20200417_1739339.html); Adam Posen, ‘Lessons from Japan:
High-income Countries have Common Problems’, The Financial Times, 24 November
2020; ‘Japan’s Exports Fell 11% in 2020, Taking Biggest Hit in 11 Years Amid Pan-
demic’, Japan Times, 21 January 2021.
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big bet on increasing inbound tourism.'® Expectations around the Olym-
pics, consumption tax exemptions for tourists, and relaxed visa rules
for Chinese visitors raised the possibility of 40 million visitors spending
over ¥ 5 trillion (ca. US$ 48 billion) in 2020, stimulating the construc-
tion of world-class hotels. With the restrictions on overseas visitors and
the postponement of the Olympics, Japan struggled to reach four mil-
lion visitors (down 87.1%) in 2020.!"" Furthermore, internal movement
was discouraged and business hours limited by COVID-19, meaning the
tourist and hospitality industries bore the burden of sunk costs in tourist
infrastructure and preparations. This and the diminished economic ac-
tivity of other industries, such as the entertainment and transportation
sectors, contributed to the jobs-to-applicants ratio plummeting back to
1.08 from a healthy 1.63 in 2019. Unemployment also jumped to 2.9%
as women lost 70% of the more than 700,000 jobs that vanished during
2020. Japan’s real Gross Domestic Product (GDP) even temporarily fell
back to 2012 levels — and nominal GDP fell far short of the promised ¥
600 trillion (ca. US$ 5.5 trillion) 2020 target.'? Falling tax revenue and
unprecedented stimulus packages undid any progress made by Abe on
fiscal sustainability as ¥ 175.7 trillion (US$ 1.7 trillion) in direct spending
resulted in the issuance of ¥ 112.5 (US$ 1.07 trillion) trillion of bonds
(64.1% bond dependence ratio) — double the amount issued following
the 2008 Lehman Shock."

10. While the decision to pursue and promote tourism to Japan was a
long-standing policy, this bet was also taken on the advice of a British entrepreneur
based in Japan who would later become a member of the future premier’s and then
Chief Cabinet Secretary’s economic policy council. ‘Sources: British Businessman to
Sit on Economic Policy Council’, Asahi Shimbun, 14 October 2020.

11. Japan National Tourism Organization ‘7 H7M& 4 (JNTO#ERHE) * (JNTO
Estimates of Foreign Visitors’ Arrivals), December 2020 (https://www.jnto.go.jp/jpn/sta-
tistics/data_info_listing/xls/210120_monthly.xIsx)

12. Makiko Eda, ‘COVID-19 Shows Why Japan Cannot Wait to Act on Gen-
der Equality’, Nikkei Asia, 23 October 2020; Komiya Kazuyoshi, * [74E84 H ¢ % o
Tl ano o] ZERMBUESR L 72E K% Y 7’ (The Big Unpaid Bills for
What Couldn’t be Done in the Abe Administration’s Seven Years, Eight Months),
President Online, 11 September 2020 (https://president.jp/articles/-/38684); Hara-
da Yutaka, ‘7N /3 7 ZANOFHFHiE R A L RAFKEEFEEEL TH 3
(Criticisms of Abenomics Unfounded, Actual Economic Sentiment Improving), Di-
amond Online, 14 September 2020; Noriyuki Suzuki & Su Xincheng, ‘Focus: Abe’s
Departure with Mixed Economic Results to Test Market Confidence’, Kyodo News,
31 August 2020.

13. Including credit guarantees, loan facilities and other support instruments,
the COVID-19 stimulus package amounted to almost two-thirds of Japan’s GDP. ‘Ja-
pan compiles ¥73.6 trillion stimulus package to fight pandemic’, Japan Times, 8 De-
cember 2020; Naoki Tsuzaka, ‘Japan to Issue Bonds in Excess of 100 Trillion Yen for
the First Time’, Asahi Shimbun, 16 December 2020.
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Abe’s proactive public and global diplomacy — the most publicly
appreciated aspect of Abe’s leadership and what arguably won Tokyo the
Olympics along with the metropolitan government’s good efforts — was
also restrained as countries turned inward.'* Abe’s proactive attempts to
enhance Japan’s partnerships with India, ASEAN nations, Australia, New
Zealand, Europe and even nations in the East Africa subregion had turned
him into a recognizable figure in world affairs as he set world records for
prime ministerial visits.'?

Unperturbed by the failure of his two immediate predecessors to join
the TPP, Abe also tamed traditionally recalcitrant anti-trade interest groups
at home, and Japan carved out a more «liberal» foreign economic policy.
The highlights were the adoption of the Comprehensive and Progressive
Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP) and Japan-EU Economic
Partnership Agreement (JEEPA). Enabling a degree of strategic diversifi-
cation between China and the United States and the restoration of Japan’s
«geoeconomic agency», Japan continued to play a pivotal role in regional
rulemaking on trade through Regional Comprehensive Economic Partner-
ship negotiations.!®

Abe survived and even thrived during the first three years of a poten-
tially perilous Trump administration. Deflecting attention from tensions in
the US-Japan alliance that could have manifested in politically inconven-
ient ways for Japan’s leaders, Abe’s Trump diplomacy eventually persuaded
the US administration to adopt the Indo-Pacific strategic framework. Abe
grew sufficiently confident in the strength of Trump’s backing and in his
own domestic political situation that he pursued a tactical détente with the
People’s Republic of China (PRC). COVID-19, however, not only short-cir-
cuited Abe’s use of summit diplomacy for strategic diplomacy and foreign
economic policy, but also deprived Abe of a way to grandstand in front of
domestic audiences and reassure Japanese citizens about the country’s in-
ternational position.

A third factor in Abe’s success — as an able crisis manager and com-
manding leader — was also undermined. Despite Abe-era enhancements in
the government crisis management abilities, such as the establishment of
the National Security Council (NSC) and Secretariat (NSS) within the Cabi-
net Secretariat in 2014, the actual government crisis management response

14. ‘NHKIH##FHE (NHK Opinion Survey), NHK Senkyo Web, 11 November
2019; “ZfEEME AT - %R TRl 5 7% 2o+ x5 2 9% (57 Percent Rate
Abe’s Diplomacy, Security Policies, 29 Percent its COVID-19 Response), Mainichi
Shimbun, 10 September 2020.

15. Corey Wallace, ‘Leaving (North-east) Asia? Japan’s Southern Strategy’, In-
ternational Affairs, Vol. 94, Issue 4, July 2018, pp. 883-904.

16. ‘Book Review Roundtable: Saori N. Katada’s Japan’s New Regional Reality:
Geoeconomic Strategy in the Asia-Pacific’, Asia Policy, Vol. 15, Issue 4, October 2020,
pp- 134-154.
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did not seem to benefit from these institutions.!” Japan lacks a dedicated
pandemic unit within the NSS and/or an institution like the United States’
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). There was thus little
coordination of the collection, analysis and sharing of critical information
and public communications, including the provision of expert advice to
officials and local authorities on travel restrictions, quarantines, and iso-
lation. Bureaucratic silos and parallel task forces developed in the Prime
Minister’s office, the Cabinet office, the Ministry of Health, Labour and
Welfare and the Tokyo metropolitan government. In fact, nobody, including
Prime Minister Abe, appeared to be leading a focused government response
in the early stages.'® The government was also limited in its legal powers
to compel public cooperation. Legislation passed in 2012 gave the central
government the right to declare a state of emergency in response to a Novel
Influenza pandemic and delegate powers to prefectural governors to close
schools and fine businesses that did not comply with closure requests. This
never-used-before legislation did not initially cover COVID-19. Even after
the government updated the legislation, local governments could not do
more than «request» (yoset) individual residents limit their movements.

2. The political genesis of Abe’s downfall

Attributing Abe’s downfall to COVID-19 provides a parsimonious expla-
nation — but also an unsatisfying one. After all, governments in Taiwan,
Vietnam, and South Korea managed to enhance their political support and
legitimacy during the crisis through proactive measures without long lock-
downs periods. Japan’s prefectural governments, despite having less fiscal
and personnel resources, also attained better appraisals than central gov-
ernment for their COVID-19 response.'® The Japanese government also did
not have to deal with strong public sentiments to prioritise the economy over
stopping the spread of the disease, and the Japanese public generally sup-
ported decisive pandemic suppression measures. Beginning societal jishuku
(self-restraint) well ahead of government action, the public also bought time
for the government as Japan registered COVID-19 outcomes that compared

17. Harukata Takenaka, ‘Expansion of the Prime Minister’s Power in the Jap-
anese Parliamentary System: Transformation of Japanese Politics and Institutional
Reforms’, Asian Survey, Vol. 59, Issue 5, 2019, pp. 844-869; Mayumi Fukushima &
Richard J. Samuels, ‘Japan’s National Security Council: Filling the Whole of Govern-
ment?’, International Affairs, Vol. 94, Issue 4, July 2018, pp. 773-790.

18. Hiromi Murakami, ‘A Japan Divided over COVID-19 Control’, East Asia Fo-
rum, 8 March 2020; Linda Sieg, ‘«Where’s Abe?», Critics Ask, as Coronavirus Spreads
in Japan’, Reuters, 25 February 2020.

19.  20204F11HEBEHE [ EOBOR LRI 0+ RALKRELK]
(November 2020 National Postal Survey: COVID-19, Contemporary Politics, Tohoku
Disaster), Asahi Shimbun, November 2020.
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favourably with most Western nations, notwithstanding international and
domestic criticism of Japan’s initially low levels of PCR testing. Further-
more, Japan’s relatively modest year-on-year fall in GDP of 4.8% in 2020
suggests that generous countercyclical fiscal policies helped economically,
as did the rebound in neighbouring East Asian and Australasian countries
that also performed well at suppressing the pandemic. Even Japan’s SMEs
proved more resilient than has generally been the case worldwide. The job
situation was still healthy compared to Japan in 2008 when unemployment
was 5.5% and the job-to-applicant ratio was 0.42.2° The pandemic was an
unprecedented but surmountable challenge for the Abe administration.

The Abe government ultimately lost public legitimacy due to a conflu-
ence of failures in communicating urgency, ethical discipline, and inter-per-
sonal administrative functionality. Also, problems in intra-LDP and coalition
unity became apparent precisely when transparent, coherent government
was needed most. First, the Abe administration did not communicate a
strong sense of urgency by using the powers, resources, and warning times it
did have. It moved slowly to introduce pandemic-specific official and expert
task forces within the Cabinet Secretariat to provide advice to the govern-
ment and guidance to the public about pandemic suppression. The govern-
ment’s «Basic Plan» was therefore not announced until February 25, — almost
two months after China officially informed the World Health Organization
(WHO) about the Wuhan cluster and five weeks after Japan’s first reported
case. The cabinet was also slow to tighten up border restrictions on visitors
from Hubei and other China hotspots, resulting in the first COVID-19 wave
during February. It similarly hesitated to restrict visitors from Europe and
North America until March, too late to prevent a much worse second wave
in April.?! The Diamond Princess saga also brought increasing domestic and
international concern over the administration’s handling of the quarantine
while also drawing attention to the lack of testing kits, Personal Protection
Equipment (PPE) and sufficiently trained personnel.?

The government continued to ignore prefectural government appeals
for greater resources to fortify local health authorities who were at the fore-

20. ‘GDPFEHERI2.7%1E. 10~12H  204F1x4.8% (Real GDP Growth be-
tween October and December is 12.7%; in 2020, GDP shrunk by 4.8%), Nihon Keizai
Shimbun, 15 February 2021. Yuta Koga, ‘Japan’s Smaller Companies Prove More Re-
silient to COVID-19’, Nikkei Asia, 26 August 2020. Mitsuru Obe, ‘Japan’s Youth Worst
Hit by Country’s COVID Job Losses in 2020°, Nikkei Asia, 29 January 2021.

21. ‘Japan Bans Entry from 2nd Chinese Province, Raises Travel Advisory’, Asa-
hi Shimbun, 12 February 2020; ‘Japan to Restrict Travel to and from China, S. Korea
over Virus’, Kyodo News, 6 March 2020; ‘Japan to Expand Entry Ban to include U.S.,
China and Most of Europe’, Japan Times, 30 March 2020; ‘BRAE . M5 ] T IR ek i
AR O o R b — YL (NIID: Continued Transmission Even After
COVID-19 Suppressed?), Jiji Tsushin, 7 August 2020.

22. The Diamond Princess was a cruise ship with COVID-19 clusters that
docked in Yokohama in February.
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front of battling the pandemic. Moreover, the government did not imple-
ment a state of emergency and delegate powers to prefectural governments
until 7 April, and even then, it did not provide local authorities with money
to compensate businesses that had closed or reduced hours during the state
of emergency. Unlike prefectural governors like Osaka’s Yoshimura Hirofumi
and Tokyo’s Koike Yuriko, who the public viewed as responsive communica-
tors and decisive,” the national government and Abe personally were con-
sistently given very poor marks for their COVID-19 response. Opposition
to a fourth Abe term as LDP president hardened further even as public and
local government-led COVID-19 suppression started to work. Abe’s cabinet
support rate did not recover until he announced his resignation.?*

There were other reasons for Abe’s inability to regenerate public
support in 2020. Old Abe-linked scandals and deceptions intersected with
new developments, distracting from the pandemic fight and compounding
mistrust in Abe. For example, in late-2019 there was already dissatisfac-
tion with Abe’s transparency due to the taxpayer-funded cherry blossom
viewing parties (sakura wo miru kai) and the irregular disposal of guest lists
rumoured to contain many Abe supporters.? The scandal then deepened
in March 2020 when it became known that the expenses for an 800-person
gathering of Abe’s supporters, held the evening before the viewing parties,
were not listed in the Prime Minister’s political funds report. While Abe
claimed that he had paid ¥ 5000 for each attendee, he did not provide ver-
ification for this claim.?

28. ‘b et 9 2 BUASUL ORI - WRAIE 2 s - MR REFER &
HBr I tH 3w aH 25 (Mainichi Survey: Impressed with Clear Messaging, Osaka’s Yoshimura
Highest Rated Politician/Tokyo’s Koike No.2), Mainichi Shimbun, 7 May 2020; %4 2 o
FRGS B b 7 SR RBRUM AN TR (Mainichi Survey: Osaka
Governor Yoshimura Best Rated for COVID-19 Response), Mainichi Shimbun, 23 May
2020; 2 o F RS S~y U ER IS BHE T4 %82 (Top COVID-19 Re-
sponse Politician: Governor Yoshimura, Reason is Respectful Approach?), Asahi Shimbun,
29 December 2020; ‘3 & Fafis. #Fli 5 2 BIASIE 1A FRKBFRME, 2 4
/MBS B H FrE A HERFIE (Yoshimura No.1, Koike No.2 Rated Politi-
cians for COVID-19 response — Asahi Survey’), Asahi Shimbun, 30 December 2020).

24. “HEmIHA— M & HE (215, 16H M) ° (Asahi Survey Questions
and Answers—Conducted 15 and 16th February), Asahi Shimbun, 17 February 2020; ¢
T R R A — R & A% (5H 23, 24H i) ° (Asahi Survey Questions and
Answers—Conducted 23rd and 24th May), Asahi Shimbun, 25 May 2020.

25. Giulio Pugliese & Sebastian Maslow, ‘Japan 2019: Inaugurating a New
Era?’, Asia Maior, XXX/2019, pp. 125-62; pp. 127-131.

26. Cherry blossom viewing, or hanami, is a traditional spring festivity in Japan,
during which people gather under the white and pink blooms to eat, drink and be
merry. For years, the government has hosted parties meant to honor the accomplish-
ments of athletes, celebrities and other luminaries. Revelations that Abe’s supporters
were rewarded by inserting them among the invitees raised questions about inap-
propriate use of public funds. Rintaro Tobita, ‘Abe Cherry Blossom Scandal Stirs up
Tweet Storm of Rare Intensity’, Nikkei Asia, 30 November 2019.

27. Ibid.; ‘FEHEF (Survey Results), Kyodo Tishin, 16 March 2020.
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Akimoto Tsukasa, a prior Abe appointee to the role of senior vice
minister at the Cabinet Office and in charge of integrated resort (IR) pro-
jects, was arrested on Christmas Day 2019 for taking bribes from a Chinese
business in connection with IR projects. Accused of taking more bribes in
January 2020, and then bribing witnesses in August, he became the first
Japanese lawmaker in a decade to be indicted.?® The wait for the next two
indictments was, however, much shorter. In July, Abe’s justice minister in
2019 and long-time confidant, Kawai Katsuyuki, and his wife, Kawai Anri,
were both indicted for vote-buying involving millions of yens during the
2019 House of Councillors election.

The Moritomo Gakuen controversy from 2017, which revolved around a
heavily discounted public land sale to an Abe supporter and the falsification
of related official records, also inserted itself into the mix. This happened
when the bereaved family of an official in the Kinki Bureau of the Ministry of
Finance released his suicide note, revealing pressure by a Ministry of Finance
executive to falsify documents.?” Despite strong support for the issue to be
reopened, the government refused, and continued to do so even after the
bereaved family filed a lawsuit in July for damages and to establish the truth.

The most damaging question of political ethics for Abe involved Ja-
pan’s second-highest ranking prosecutor, Kurokawa Hiromu. Close to Abe
and to his then Chief Cabinet Secretary Yoshihide Suga due to his stint as
Vice-Minister of Justice in September 2016, Kurokawa helped contain the
fallout over the Moritomo Gakuen land purchase investigation. Subsequently
appointed to head up the Tokyo High Public Prosecutors Office, in February
2020 the cabinet extended his tenure beyond the mandatory retirement age
(63) for prosecutors. This positioned Kurokawa to become Japan’s top pros-
ecutor when the then Prosecutor General retired in June. This went against
prior practice and was possibly in breach of the Public Prosecutor Office Law.
The government then exacerbated the controversy by drafting legislation giv-
ing the cabinet the discretion to raise the retirement age to 65. Allowing the
retention of certain prosecutors longer than others challenged the traditional
independence of prosecutor offices. In fact, it introduced incentives for pros-
ecutors to turn a blind eye to the types of influence-peddling scandals playing
out in public at that very moment. This resulted in strong opposition to the
bill from not only former high-ranking prosecutors but even from Japan’s
famously apolitical celebrities.*® Kurokawa’s resignation in May after being
caught flouting social distancing rules during the state of emergency by (ille-

28. ‘Japan Lawmaker in Casino Scandal Faces Fresh Bribe-taking Allegation’,
Kyodo News, 14 January 2020.

29. Takashi Endo, ‘Order to Falsify Document led to Steady Decline in Mental
State of Official’, Asahi Shimbun, 19 March 2020.

30. Julian Ryall, ‘<Don’t Destroy this Country» Japan Celebrities Break with
Tradition to Lead anti-Abe Protest on Social Media’, South China Morning Post, 11
May 2020.
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gally) playing Mahjong for money worsened Abe’s position while removing
Kurokawa from contention for Prosecutor General. The Abe administration
then antagonized public opinion further by lightening the justice ministry’s
punishment for Kurokawa under the National Personnel Law.

Coming during the COVID-19 crisis response and overlapping in the
way they did, these scandals contributed to public perceptions that the Abe
administration was distracted and fatigued by the weight of its own deceits
after almost eight years in office.*' Interpersonal coordination and com-
munication within the executive started to suffer, with cascading effects on
relations between the government and the LDP, and with coalition partner
Komeito. This undermined the Abe administration’s core appeal, built on
a judiciously cultivated appearance of administrative competence and po-
litical stability. It also disproved the conviction that Abe was better than any
potential replacements inside the LDP and the fragmented opposition from
which he «took Japan back» in 2012.

Never shy of reminding his own party of their electoral woes in 2009
after three years of political instability, and replacement with an equally
unstable Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ]), Prime Minister Abe had always
aimed to draw a sharp contrast with past political practice by limiting and
controlling turnover in high-level cabinet positions, top bureaucratic posts,
and in his circle of personal advisers. His finance minister and deputy prime
minister (Aso Taro), chief cabinet secretary (Suga Yoshihide), and adminis-
trative deputy chief cabinet secretary (Sugita Kazuhiro) had been with Abe
from beginning to end. The same was true in the case of special advisors
Hasegawa Eiichi, Izumi Hiroto, Saiki Kozo, and Imai Takaya. Yachi Shotard,
Abe’s key foreign policy adviser and first ever NSC/NSS head, had been
with Abe until his retirement in September 2019, when he was replaced
with Kitamura Shigeru, a former executive secretary to Prime Minister Abe
in 2006-07, and a long-time Director of Cabinet Intelligence between 2011
and 2019. Abe also had had only two foreign ministers: one (Kdno Tard)
subsequently became his defence minister; the other (Kishida Fumio) be-
came the Chairperson of the LDP Policy Research Council for the remain-
der of Abe’s term. The establishment of the Cabinet Bureau of Personnel Af-
fairs (2014) also gave Abe and Suga greater control over top level personnel
appointments from within the bureaucracy. In the security sphere, the role
of informal actors such as academics like Kitaoka Shin’ichi and diplomats
such as Kanehara Nobukatsu in giving coherence and credibility to Abe
administration security initiatives was also vital.*?

31 HRIK [RIABGEDOER | WA, B &/ (Masuzoe:
Degradation of the Long Abe Administration — Lack of Transparency, Slow Re-
sponse), Asahi Shimbun, 28 February 2020.

32. Misato Matsuoka, “The Role of Informal Political Actors in Japanese secu-
rity Policymaking: The Case of Kitaoka Shin’ichi’, Australian Journal of International
Affairs, Vol. 74, No. 6, 2020, pp. 670-686.
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Up until 2019, Abe had therefore been able to count on the support
of an informal deading small group», which created coherence between the
political and bureaucratic executive and gave the Prime Minister’s Office
and the Cabinet Secretariat the upper hand in policy formation against
vested bureaucratic and parliamentary interests and factions.”® As long as
he sustained the strategically convenient relationship with Komeito — on
which the LDP depends for winning the majority in single member districts
in the House of Representatives — Abe’s claim to be a stabilising force rang
true. In 2020, however, several successive incidents revealed dysfunction in
the management of inter-personal relations and policy between Abe and
top political figures, between Kantei and the Cabinet Secretariat, and be-
tween the political executive and ruling parties.** Immediately after the an-
nouncement of the COVID-19 Basic Plan in February, Abe made an unprec-
edented announcement requesting Japanese elementary, junior and senior
high schools nationwide to close for up to five weeks. This decision, bound
to have a major impact on families and educators, was made abruptly and
without consultation with Chief Cabinet Secretary Suga or Deputy Chief
Cabinet Secretary Sugita. It was also contrary to the advice of education of-
ficials and Education Minister Hagiuda Kéichi, arguably his closest political
ally.*® The lack of consultation and internal fissures became public knowl-
edge and Abe admitted in parliament that he had made the school closure
decision on his own and without consulting his expert advisory group.

This unsystematic and seemingly improvised approach was reminis-
cent of one of Abe’s favourite talking points, the DPJ era’s ad hoc crisis
management. Abe compounded this perception by unilaterally ending the
state of emergency on 25 May, three days before the expert group was to
meet to consider the issue; later he decided to abolish the expert panel. Also
evoking DPJ-era dysfunction was Abe’s repeated clashes with health min-
istry officials over a range of issues ranging from testing availability to au-
thorisation of Avigan, Abe’s personal preference as a COVID-19 treatment.
Abe’s actions had already contributed to built-up resentments within the
bureaucracy due to a perception of heavy-handed personnel management

33. ‘Inside Japan’s Politically Powerful Nerve Center’, Nikkei Asia, 25 April
2017; Giulio Pugliese, ‘Kantei Diplomacy? Japan's Hybrid Leadership in Foreign
and Security Policy’, The Pacific Review, Vol. 30, No. 2, 2017, pp. 152-168; ‘Japan’s
Kissinger? Yachi Shotard: The State Behind the Curtain’, Pacific Affairs, Vol. 90, No.
2,2017, pp. 231-251.

34, URHMGESL! DI 3 o FvsZfive® | RO O LY (Naga-
ta-cho in Turmoil: Who Will Win? COVID-19, Abe, or Suga?), President Online, 6
March 2020; Satoshi Sugiyama ‘«Single Mind» No More: Abe’s Onetime Right-hand
Man Sees His Influence Dwindle’, Japan Times, 7 July 2020.

35. ‘ERRFARICELE . AR [T ) (0O EIRSE &% Y (In the Shad-
ow of the PM’s Arbitrary Temporary School Closure Request, Suga and Others Left
Out), Asahi Shimbun, 28 February 2020.
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and illegitimate pressure on officials.”® The Prime Minister’s «Abenomask»
PR blunder — another ad hoc decision — then provoked a much wider po-
litical backlash. Without consultation beyond a small circle of officials, Abe
announced in early April a policy of distributing two single cloth masks to
households ahead of the much-anticipated household economic support
packages. Traditional and social media ridicule of the «Abenomask» poli-
cy accompanied public criticism from within the LDP, with Kishida Fumio,
chairperson of the Policy Research Council (one of the top three positions
in the LDP), expressing his surprise on national television.*” The «Abeno-
mask» fiasco came together with the widely-recognised insufficiency of the
Abe administration’s proposed economic package of a one-time payment of
¥ 300,000 (ca. € 2,400) limited to families whose incomes had halved due
to COVID-19.** In turn, this stimulated an unprecedented pushback from
the LDP and Komeito. The Komeito flashed the coalition dissolution card
for the first time in eight years, something it had previously been unwilling
to do, despite strong internal resistance to Peace and Security Legislation
(PSL) and Integrated Resort legislation. This helped the LDP to restrain
Abe from forcing through the Diet his own household economic support
package. As a consequence, the government adopted the «Kishida plan»
of a ¥ 100,000 (ca. € 800) payment to every resident of Japan and their
dependents (ichiritsu kyifu), rent support proposals, and the doubling of
employment adjustment subsidies.

This signalled a shift in the tectonic plates of power that had until
then supported Abe and catalysed further challenges to his political author-
ity. In quick succession, Abe was forced to scrap the revision to the Public
Prosecutor’s Office Act, suspend discussions over the visit of Xi Jinping,
and, through Defense Minister Kono Tard’s lobbying, cancel the Aegis
Ashore programme — despite Abe’s sensitivity to Trump’s preferences for
Buy American (weapons) to shrink the trade deficit (see below). Secretary
General Nikai Toshihird’s unsubtle factional manoeuvring to replace Abe in
June were the todome (finishing blow) for his administration.* It lead Suzuki
Shun’ichi, chairperson of the General Council, to publicly express concern
that the poor polling and internal discord in the LDP could lead to a DPJ-

36. “BEOMNE. WRCHBAFR RHE2BaniE [7e...]° (Cabinet Bu-
reau of Personnel Affairs the Source of Bureaucrats Following Unspoken Orders: If
you Disagree, «You're Fired»), Asahi Shimbun, 15 March 2018.

37. Tomohiro Osaki, ‘Abenomask? Prime Minister’s «Two Masks per Household>»
Policy Spawns Memes on Social Media’, Japan Times, 2 April 2020; Yuki Fujita, ‘Abe
Faces Calls for Decisive Action after «<Abenomask» Blunder’, Nikkei Asia, 3 April 2020.

38. “72% support state of emergency over virus in Japan, 70% say declaration
came too late’, Mamichi Shimbun, 9 April 2020; ‘BUFf O#FH I 2L Tz
] 6 4% (64% Say Government’s Economic Measures Insufficient), Yomiuri Shim-
bun, 7 June 2020.

39. Michael MacArthur Bosack, “The Post-Abe Leadership Race’, Japan Times,
25 June 2020.
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like situation of alienation from public opinion.*” By then, Abe could no
longer sustain his political authority or claim to be a net asset to the LDP at
election time — the key to any prime minister’s political longevity.

3. The Abe to Suga hand-off

The first public reports of Abe’s rapid weight loss and the return of his
ulcerative colitis surfaced in early June as officials and allies noticed a de-
terioration in Abe’s performance and gradual disengagement from policy
and parliamentary matters.*' A seemingly irreversible drop in public sup-
port, angst around the realisation that a number of legacy achievements
had been derailed by COVID-19, and the stress caused by the unique
challenges of pandemic management likely precipitated bad health. Abe’s
highly publicised check-up at Keio University Hospital on August 17 took
more than seven hours.”? Seemingly content to become the longest con-
tinuously serving Japanese prime minister in history, Abe announced his
resignation on 28 August, four days after passing the mark of his uncle,
Sato Eisaku. Despite the premature end of its prime ministership, Abe
received an average gross positive rating of almost 70 % from six media
company surveys for the overall achievements of the almost eight-year-
long administration.*

Opinion was mixed, however, when it came to specific policies and
outcomes. The public was ambivalent about whether their lives had gotten
better during the Abe administration, and whether the positives outweighed
the negatives. Also, the public was generally negative about whether Abe’s
successor should inherit his policies, including Abenomics.** Abe was also
unable to play much of a role in selecting his successor as LDP Secretary
General Nikai Toshihird took advantage of the party presidency election
format (no grassroots membership input) to engineer a fait accompli that

40. SENFLFEEE HER - SRR H SR (LDP General Council Head Su-
zuki: Avoid Intra-Party Turmoil’), Jiji Bishin, 9 June 2020.
41. ‘Japan PM Abe Resigns Due to Illness with Many Issues Unresolved’, Kyodo
News, 28 August 2020.
42. Gaku Shimada, ‘A Legacy Slipping Away: Why Shinzo Abe Stepped Down’,
Nikkei Asia, 30 August 2020.
43, 5P, T 6 0 £ (Abe Administration Gets 60 Points), Mainichi
Shimbun, 18 September 2020.
44. ‘57 Percent Rate Abe’s Diplomacy’, Mainichi Shimbun, 10 September 2020;
“HEEA A — R & M (Survey Questions and Answers), Asahi Shimbun, 3 May
2020; ‘FHELEH (Survey Results), Kyodo Tsishin, 9 September 2020; Ak & BUR
[2oFx3] 44%. &L 13% (Preferred Policies to Continue: COVID-19, 44%,
Constitutional Revision, 13%), Nikkei Shimbun, 30 August 2020.
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put 71-year-old Suga Yoshihide in the Kantei.* Barely discussed as a poten-
tial successor until endearing himself to the public as «Uncle Reiwa» (reiwa
ojisan), when formally announcing the new era name in April 2019,* Suga
was not necessarily Abe’s first choice.*” Suga had actually fallen out of Abe’s
favour in late-2019 over the cherry blossom scandal, Suga’s increased prom-
inence, and the political perception that Suga had been the key reason for
the success and longevity of the Abe administration. Suga was subsequently
isolated from Abe’s decision-making small group.**

Suga also initially enjoyed surprisingly high support.* He vowed to
more aggressively tackle vested interests and bureaucratic inefficiencies,
perhaps the least fired of Abenomics’ three arrows. He also promised to
work on behalf of the citizenry as a self-made son of a humble strawberry
farmer from Japan’s deep snow country (a contrast with the patrician Abe).

Suga, nevertheless, struggled to distance himself from Abe, the associ-
ated scandals, and ultimately his own role in distorting political accountability
as Abe’s Chief Cabinet Secretary.™® Suga also stumbled into a highly unnec-
essary showdown with the media and academy when he refused to appoint
six scholars to the prestigious Science Council of Japan recommended by the
Council. Funded by and housed in the Cabinet Office, the Council’s institu-
tional task was to give independent advice on policy, as it had been doing
during COVID-19. This was the first time a prime minister had rejected the
names of possible Council members recommended by the Council itself.”!
Suga refused to either explain or reverse his decision, merely saying that the

45. Eric Johnston, ‘Meet the «Shadow Shogun» behind the Making of Japan’s
Next Prime Minister’, Japan Times, 11 September 2020; Tazaki Shiro, ‘5 > 7 *—7
—. ZIERERFHR O (Kingmaker, Secretary General Nikai's Perspective), Nip-
pon.com, 17 August 2020; ‘< e > —FE RO ZELXJH1E’ («Endangered Species» —
Mr. Nikai’s Transformations), Jiji News, 28 June 2020.

46. Shunsuke Shigeta, ‘How Abe’s Deputy Suga Grew to Power Broker and
Possible Successor’, Nikkei Asia, 12 May 2019.

47. Rui Abiru, ‘Abe’s Cabinet Reshuffle Signals Push for Constitutional Reform,
Grooming of Next Leaders’, Japan Forward, 16 September 2019.
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Chaos in Nagatacho: «Novel Coronavirus vs. Abe vs. Suga» Who Will Win in the
End?), President, March 2020, Vol. 6; ‘B & HIRIC T & £ |M? KR MLHEDHL B
BUR D3] & 402 &7 (A Rift between the Premier and Mr. Suga? It Could also Trigger
Post-Abe Evolutions in the Political Landscape), Sankei Shimbun, 15 May 2020.
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Policy and Political Personality, Suga’s Cabinet Support Over 60% in Each Survey),
Nikkei Asia, 18 September 2020.

50. Aurelia George Mulgan, ‘Suga’s Accountability Problem’, East Asia Forum,
8 December 2020.
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Support Dives, the PM Should Face the Diet), Nishi Nippon Shimbun, 20 October 2020.
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unprecedented intervention was «relevant and legal».? However, critics noted
that this was likely a petty payback for the six scholars’ opposition to Abe’s
designated secrets legislation and the 2015 PSL. Possibly, Suga’s decision was
also a warning to the Council, which had refused to change its cautious stance
on academic collaboration in military research, distancing themselves from
the Ministry of Defence’s policy.*®

Framed by the media as another politically motivated intervention in
the personnel affairs of important societal institutions, and a possible threat
to academic freedom guaranteed under the Constitution, the controversy
dragged on for months, even garnering international attention. Then, new
revelations raised further questions about the ethics of officials from the Abe
administration, including whether Abe himself had lied under oath in the
Diet. The result was that the public concluded that Suga was disinterested
in accountability concerns, and therefore not the right person to deal with
money and political influence problems.**

Suga COVID-19 missteps were also reminiscent of Abe’s botched
political response. Seeming disinterested in the growing concern around
COVID-19’s spread in November, the Suga government ignored calls
for more decisive action. The government also pushed ahead on the na-
tion-wide Go-To-Travel scheme, an indirect aid package for the tourism
industry that subsidized domestic travel by up to ¥ 20,000 (ca. € 160)
per day. Go-To-Iravel had been Suga’s pet project during his months of
isolation in the Abe administration. Launched in July 2020, it excluded
Tokyo due to the concern that the capital’s inclusion would spread the
novel coronavirus. Despite this fear, and the additional anxiety that trav-
el during the mid-winter period could worsen the situation due to high-
er viral transmission and susceptibility, the Suga cabinet only reluctantly
agreed to halt the policy in late-December 2020.%° By then, evaluations of
the administration’s COVID-19 response and Suga’s personal leadership
had turned highly negative, with cabinet support ratings deteriorating at

52. Suvendrini Kakuchi, ‘Pressure Piling up Against PM’s Science Council De-
cision’, University World News, 8 December 2020.

53. Two of the scholars were particularly prominent in heading up the Associa-
tion of Scholars Opposed to the Security-related Laws, while another testified against
the legislation’s constitutionality in parliament. Masato Shimizu, ‘Suga’s Rejection of
Science Nominees Spurs Constitutional Storm’, Nikkei Asia, 24 October 2020.

54. FLFEIEEHERFAEL R (Kyodo News Survey Results), Kyodo Tishin, 6 De-
cember 2020; ‘FLFENEGH AT LA F (Kyodo News Survey Results), Kyodo Bitshin,
10 January 2021; ‘Filg [FaEI% ] 51% v 7 F 86 [RETFR] E78 (51%
Support Postponing Olympics Again; 70% Will Wait and See on Immunization), Asahi
Shimbun, 25 January 2020.

55. ‘Japan to Halt Travel Program Over New Year Holidays Amid Virus Surge’,
Kyodo News, 15 December 2020.
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a record pace, particularly among independent voters.”® Suga’s «prime
minister premium» — the difference between the premier’s popularity and
that of the LDP itself — shrank to less than 5 % by January 2021, while
Suga also oversaw a rare reduction in the popularity of the LDP, including
in voting intention. According to December surveys conducted by the Yo-
miuri and Asahi newspapers, the majority of the public also switched from
its initial view favouring Suga’s permanence in the prime ministership
beyond the next LDP presidential election and for at least two years or
more, to one wanting Suga to stand down as soon as his term was up in
September 2021.%

As prime minister, Suga still held the snap election card which he
could use before the LDP presidential election to secure a modest win to
enhance his claim to the LDP presidency. Suga was nevertheless limited in
the use of this card, given public expectations, his own promises to fight
against the COVID-19 pandemic, and the need to prioritise the Olympics
and International Olympic Committee requirements.’® Suga’s biggest chal-
lenge was preventing a narrative from taking hold, namely that, rather than
a genuine reformist, he was, after all, the head of a caretaker government
beholden to the factions.” In spite of his efforts, the public in general, LDP
supporters, and the business community had already started to gravitate to-
wards Kono Tar6 as the preferred next prime minister by the end of 2020.%
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Kono represents a blend of administrative reformism, anti-nuclear scepti-
cism, cautious social liberalism, and a foreign policy that, although inter-
nationalist in general, is hawkish towards China. This position aligned with
public opinion and the increasing salience of «democratic» formulations of
Japan’s foreign policy identity (see below).

Suga still had other cards to play. While Suga acted in full continuity
with the Abenomics agenda, he initially appeared serious about structural
reforms that would flesh out the Abe era rhetoric, portraying Japan as on the
cusp of a fourth industrial revolution (4IR) and positioned to benefit from a
clean energy revolution.®! With an eye on the COP26 UN Climate Change
Conference negotiations of November 2021, Prime Minister Suga boldly
vowed to achieve net-zero carbon emissions by 2050 (reflecting similar an-
nouncements made by the UK, the EU, and China). While this surpassed Ja-
pan’s 2015 Paris Agreement vow, what made it bold is that it requires radical
changes to Japan’s energy infrastructure and usage patterns, hard to fathom
in 2020. After all, only nine nuclear reactors out of 60 were in operation at
the end of 2020, and Japan’s reliance on fossil fuels for 87% of energy con-
sumption, including coal, remained unabated.®® New investments in renew-
able technologies, increased use of hydroelectric and geothermal resources,
accelerated development and adoption of energy storage technologies such
as hydrogen, and nation-wide proliferation of local smart grids are all essen-
tial if Tokyo is to achieve its stated energy objectives.®

Suga’s own stimulus package targeted direct fiscal spending and cred-
it resources for trillion-yen funds towards post-pandemic growth based on
reducing carbon emissions and boosting adoption of digital technology.®
Promising regulatory reform and digitalization to complement 4IR produc-
tivity gains and clean energy advancements,” Suga appointed the popular
Kono Tard to crucial ministerial roles for administrative, regulatory, and
civil service reform. In addition to making Kono responsible for the gov-
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zation’, Asahi Shimbun, 17 September 2020. See also: Erik Brynjolfsson & Andrew
McAfee, The Second Machine Age: Work, Progress, and Prosperity in a Time of Brilliant
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ernment’s immunization campaign, Suga instructed him to work with Hirai
Takuya, the newly-appointed minister for digital transformation, to oversee
the creation of a new government agency dedicated to digital transforma-
tion.*® Attuned to public sentiment, Kono’s first act in the de-bureaucrati-
zation and digitalization campaign was a war (datsu-hanko) declared on the
mandatory use of the personal seal (hanko) for official documentation, reg-
istration, and private business. Emblematic of menial paperwork, the hanko
was required in as many as 15,000 types of administrative procedures. Kéno
declared that he would lower the number to less than one hundred.®” The
Suga administration also announced government-mandated cuts in mobile
phone fees as part of this reform agenda.

The Suga administration could also emphasise success in the de-
flation battle. Despite quantitative and qualitative monetary expansion,
Abenomics did not have much success in its inflation targeting even before
COVID-19 precipitated a 1% fall in Japan’s Consumer Price Index. While
monetary policy had positive business and corporate-side effects, it did
not deal with the underlying mechanisms — such as limited real wage in-
creases or rising education costs — that discipline spending by the public.
Wage hikes remained modest despite the Japanese government having ac-
tively encouraged companies to raise wages faster since 2014, during the
annual shunto negotiations between unions and large employers.®® At the
end of 2020, the Suga administration was working towards a nation-wide
minimum wage hike to ¥ 1000 per hour, up from a national average of
¥ 902.% This could play a major role in stimulating domestic demand.”
Also, by making it a national minimum, the hike’s likely popularity in the
regions where vote-value disparities advantage the LDP could influence
political calculations ahead of the 2021 House of Representatives and LDP
Presidential elections.”
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Such reforms will require political courage. The lack of immedi-
ate-term direct household and SME relief, and the continued intransigence
of COVID-19, will restrain the recovery, however, potentially denying Suga
the long-term political benefits of any stimulus or reforms instituted un-
der his watch. An underwhelming and hollowed-out Tokyo Olympics with
no non-resident spectators and characterised by public disinterest — and
marred by sexism scandals — may also have a dampening effect.”? Suga’s
sponsor, LDP Secretary General Nikai Toshihiro, also suffered a loss of in-
fluence due to his erratic response to sexism and COVID-19 scandals within
the party.

Both Kono and Suga’s leadership prospects could still rise or fall.
Kono status as a maverick and his past behaviour also do not necessarily
comport with vested LDP or factional interests. This all has unpredictable
effects on political calculations. Any move by popular local politicians to in-
sert themselves into national politics ahead of mandatory elections in 2021
would only compound this uncertainty. It is plausible, however, that popular
Osaka governor Yoshimura Hirofumi and Tokyo Governor Koike Yuriko will
step on to the political battlefield to usurp national leadership. Yoshimura
is also vice president of the national Japan Innovation Party (Nippon Ishin
no Kai), while Koike played a prominent role in almost mortally harming
Abe and the LDP in the 2017 House of Representatives election, when she
established a political party to run candidates in urban districts.”

4. Japan’s foreign policy between China and the US in 2020

During the Abe administration, Japanese strategists and leaders have fo-
cused on satisfying two geopolitical imperatives. The first was a much more
forthright balancing of China through greater alignment with the United
States’ regional strategic interests without alienating the PRC to the point of
jeopardising commercial interests. The second imperative was to continue
the pursuit of strategic «Indo-Pacific» diversification for long-term, strategic
autonomy-enhancing effects.” While Japan’s Indo-Pacific outreach in 2020
was relatively successful in reinforcing «cross-bracing» among regional part-
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ners in trade, technology, and national security domains,” further deterio-
ration in Sino-American relations complicated the first imperative.
Initially, the Abe government tried its best throughout the first half
of 2020 to salvage momentum for a state visit by Secretary General of the
Communist Party of China (CPC) and President of the People’s Republic
of China Xi Jinping. A part of his legacy building, Abe sought to stabilize
diplomatic relations with its giant neighbour, boost win-win economic ac-
tivity (such as the aforementioned inflow of Chinese tourists), and extract
some strategic leverage, aimed at convincing Beijing to restrain its East and
South China Sea encroachment. Early in the pandemic there were signs that
Beijing also aspired to smoothen relations with Tokyo, although it was not
always clear to local experts what Xi’s aspirations were for a «<new era» in
Sino-Japanese relations.” There were also encouraging signs of grassroots
and bottom-up Chinese efforts towards improving the relations with Japan.
Chinese sister cities and provinces repaid Japanese generous personal pro-
tective equipment (PPE) donations in kind, 7 while donations from the likes
of Jack Ma and his Alibaba group were symptomatic of a concerted effort
to woo Japanese citizens.”™ Also, the PRC’s medical aid diplomacy in Japan
kept a low profile. This contrasted with China’s activities in Europe where,
in the attempt to undermine the narrative that the PRC bore responsibility
for the novel coronavirus’ diffusion, Beijing presented itself as the «world’s
saviour», for both domestic consumption and diplomatic point scoring.”
The deepening of the COVID-19 crisis and questions over China’s
WHO behaviour, however, soured international sentiment regarding the
PRC™ and, in the process, revealed the shaky foundations of the Sino-Japa-
nese tactical détente. China found itself in a relatively comfortable position
following its draconian lockdown and test-and-tracing countermeasures,
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stoking the resentment of international leaders now tasked with fighting
the pandemic. In particular, in the US, COVID-19 turned from a potential
point of strategic leverage over China, which would bolster Trump’s 2020
re-election chances, to a domestic crisis that imperilled them.®' This result-
ed in the Trump administration turning up the volume of its confrontation-
al policy towards China. In particular, the Trump administration pursued
what looked like a race to the bottom through the all-out information war
with China on the outbreak and handling of the COVID-19 pandemic.*

PRC’s policymakers’ approaches to various domestic and internation-
al issues hardened and adversely affected Sino-Japanese relations.®® China’s
accelerated authoritarian involution — notably in Hong Kong and Xinjiang
— resulted in Japan joining Five Eyes nations and Furope in condemning
China. The breaking of Beijing’s commitments under international law to-
wards Hong Kong and perpetrating human rights abuses in Xinjiang, evi-
dence of which accumulated throughout the year, were criticized by Tokyo,
including at the bilateral leadership level. Japan’s critical stand on China
was coupled with coordination on issues of global strategic importance with
the anglophone nations and complemented intensive discussion in 2020 of
Japan officially joining the Five Eyes as an intelligence partner alongside
concrete military engagement.**

Tensions were particularly pointed surrounding East and South Chi-
na Seas issues in 2020. In the South China Sea, Beijing appeared to take
advantage of regional strategic distraction when it established two adminis-
trative districts on the Paracel and Spratly archipelagos and allegedly sunk
a Vietnamese fishing vessel near the Paracel Islands in April. This nation-
alistic assertiveness also allowed Beijing to channel domestic frustrations.
An increased tempo of PLA aerial incursions beyond the median line in the
Taiwan Straits was complemented by a live-fire drill that obstructed navi-
gation within the Strait as well as increasingly belligerent communications
signalling Chinese impatience with progress on the peaceful reunification
of Taiwan. The Chinese Coast Guard’s Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands presence
also troubled Tokyo as various incidents suggested that Beijing may be
laying the groundwork for longer periods of law enforcement within the
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islands’ territorial and contiguous waters. The Japanese government even
warned that it would consider allowing the Self-Defence Forces (SDF) to
act in concert with the Japan Coast Guard (JCG) if China’s encroachment
was substantial enough to make it impossible for the JCG to respond alone.
At the same time, the government continued to push for an emergency
hotline.*® One little remarked upon development, however, was a Japanese
Maritime Self-Defense Force (MSDF) destroyer running into trouble with a
Chinese fishing boat (in all likelihood part of China’s maritime militia) 100
km off Ningbo in international waters in March, where the PLA’s East Sea
Fleet is based. While the incident was reported in the Japanese media, the
nature of the warship’s mission was left uncommented upon by the Japa-
nese Ministry of Defense, suggesting that the SDF was testing and probing
China’s navy. Two retired US navy officials noted that this could represent a
turning point given that Japan has traditionally exercised restraint in such
operations.®

In the South China Sea and East China Sea cases there is analyti-
cal disagreement about whether such activities constituted a new coercive
stage, building on long-term strategies to assert effective control, or were
business as usual in terms of Beijing contesting sovereignty.®” Regarding
Taiwan, too, explanations were contested; they ranged from Beijing em-
bracing an accelerated timetable for forcible reunification, engaging in
cognitive warfare, and the idea that such actions were a response to an
uptick in America arms sales and regional military activities that high-
lighted PLA weaknesses in island air defence.®® It was clear, however, that
no consideration from Beijing was forthcoming in solidarity with regional
nations now fighting a pandemic, whose elites, in many cases, were all too
willing to frame China as the pandemic’s originator or enabler. Indeed,
anti-China hawks and Japanese conservatives that made up Abe’s base
became increasingly agitated with Abe himself as he hesitated in impos-
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ing travel restrictions on visitors from the PRC, due to his concern that
it would have serious repercussions on Chinese President Xi Jinping’s
scheduled visit.*® Abe also initially rebuffed LDP lawmakers’ calls to can-
cel Xi’s state visit.” As Abe’s political strength diminished, LDP lawmak-
ers and even his own defence minister, Kono Tard, publicly expressed
reticence about Abe still entertaining thoughts of a Xi Jinping visit in
2020. Kono publicly criticised Beijing’s increase in defence spending de-
spite the fallout and economic impact from COVID-19 as well as regional
maritime tensions.”!

Two features of Japan’s China criticism in 2020 bear noting. First,
criticism resonated throughout the political spectrum from the LDP to the
Japan Communist Party. Second, this criticism was strongly focused on
democratic and human rights abuses in China, in a marked contrast with
the substantial lack of political and parliamentary interest at the time of
the June 1989 Tiananmen Square crackdown. In 2020, Japanese lawmak-
ers considered the need for a human rights sanctions regime that targeted
key individuals and institutions responsible for gross violations, and the
LDP set up a project team to consider responses to PRC crackdowns in
Hong Kong and Xinjiang.”? Japanese lawmakers also proposed a Taiwan
Relations Act that would commit Japan to greater support of the fellow
democracy.” While the government is unlikely to take up this suggestion, it
is notable that Foreign Minister Motegi Toshimitsu sent an official congrat-
ulatory message to President Tsai Ing-wen for her «democratic» re-elec-
tion in January.”* His ministry later emphasized the «extreme» importance
of Japan’s partnership with Taiwan.”” When former prime minister Mori
Yoshihiro visited Taiwan in August, to attend former Taiwanese President
Lee Deng-hui’s memorial service, he met President Tsai, lauded Japan-Tai-
wan relations, their sharing of «the same values of freedom and democ-
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racy», and passed on Suga’s message that, «[i]f there is an opportunity, I
would like to speak (with Tsai) over the phone».%

Japan’s «democratic» foreign policy identity is still in a nascent stage,
given Tokyo’s traditional emphasis on pragmatic diplomacy that avoids em-
phasising liberal democratic ideals or economic liberalism. Indeed, Tokyo
willingly downplayed universal values for most of the Trump administration,
given the American president’s disinterest.”” This new and nascent identity
is nevertheless increasingly derived not only from changes in public opinion
internally, but by a re-elaboration of Japan’s national character in the face
of authoritarian China’s economic rise, which has caused a liberal turn in
Japanese nationalism.” Still, the Abe government, which tended to instru-
mentally invoke liberal democratic values, and Japanese officials were put off
balance by Washington’s more aggressive China policy in 2020. They feared
entrapment in a maximalist China strategy that went beyond the defence of
already existing global democracy to, apparently, advocating regime change
in Beijing.” At the same time, the United States government became some-
what dissatisfied with Japan’s milder China policy,'” another way the tables
had turned from the years of the Obama administration, when the Japanese
government had pushed for a more aggressive American China policy.

The election of Biden in November 2020 with his emphasis on uni-
versal values will allay some of the above fears. Multiple Japanese policy
planners have explicitly testified to the infusion of universal values into Ja-
pan’s foreign policy initiatives to better tune in with the US government,
especially Democratic Party administrations.'”' Japanese policymakers also
sighed in relief at a likely end to US mercenary requests for «protection
money», rumoured to include demands for a fourfold increase in Japanese
budget spending for the stationing of American troops on Japanese soil.'*
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At the same time, Biden’s pre-inauguration phone calls with foreign leaders
stimulated Japanese sensitivity about the fate of the government’s successful
«Free and Open Indo-Pacific» vision, as transition team readouts suggested
that the new US President was going for a different Indo-Pacific wording —
«Secure and Prosperous Indo-Pacific» — potentially portending a markedly
different American policy.'” Yet, these fears were soon proven overblown,
as the Biden administration rapidly reverted to standard Free and Open
Indo-Pacific (FOIP) wording and even created an Indo-Pacific «tsar» within
the National Security Council.'™

5. Japan’s deepening Indo-Pacific outreach

One question raised even before 2020 was the post-Abe fate of Japan’s In-
do-Pacific outreach given Abe’s long-standing personal connection to the
vision. During Abe’s short-lived first premiership (2006-7), he and a small
number of Japanese diplomatic and strategic thinkers grew wary of China’s
growing strategic clout relative to the United States.!” They expressed con-
cerns that widening economic asymmetries between China and Southeast
Asian nations would facilitate a sphere of influence where Beijing could de-
ploy economic tools for coercive purposes. Additionally, China’s rapid naval
modernisation could turn the South China Sea into «Lake Beijing», thereby
enabling the PLA to cut off resources-poor Japan’s sea lines of communica-
tions for coercive purposes or during war.'® The Abe administration’s vision
of an Arc of Freedom and Prosperity was not widely embraced at the time in
Japan. Nonetheless, a slow consensus within officialdom and across political
party lines started to form during the DPJ administration on the need to
diversify relations away from China by increasingly centring Southeast Asia
and India in Japanese foreign policy thinking. The political environment
was thus very amenable for Abe to enhance his vision on his return to the
premiership in December 2012.'%7
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Prime Minister Abe signified the importance and the energy his
administration would invest into Southeast Asia by first visiting the stra-
tegically critical states of Vietnam, Indonesia and Thailand in mid-Janu-
ary 2013. His government promised aid financing and a more proactive
regional engagement, also of the military kind, to maintain international
public goods in the Pacific and Indian Oceans.'® Over time Abe refined
this vision into the «Free and Open Indo-Pacific», which quickly gained
currency in domestic discourse as a way of framing Japan’s strategic atten-
tion — that is, attention focused not just on optimising relations between
China and the United States. Given more pronounced multipolarity, the
Japanese government focused on taking advantage of new diplomatic
opportunities with other powers to go beyond the constraints placed on
Japanese (and other’s) autonomy by the two great powers and the state of
relations between them.'” At the same time, much of Japan’s engagement
with «middle powers» was in line with US strategic interests and aimed
at China.""” So much so that the Trump administration’s 2018 strategic
framework for the Indo-Pacific, a key strategic document declassified by
the outgoing Trump administration, underlined the US government’s
need to «reinforce Japan’s proactive leadership to amplify U.S. strategic
goals in Southeast Asia».'"!

Will this Indo-Pacific framing of Japan’s foreign policy endure? The
long-term prospects are good given its wide acceptance in Japan. The
framing is flexible and allows Japanese governments to adjust the degree
of emphasis they want to place on consolidative, constructive, and compet-
itive aspects of regional messaging and actions as Tokyo adapts to short-
term strategic exigencies and post-pandemic geopolitical challenges. The
Indo-Pacific vision supports narratives of consolidation as Japan signals
geopolitical alignment with the United States. The shared policy vision
keeps the U.S. government strategically interested in the region and in
Japan’s national defence, while it avoids framing the policy as exclusion-
ary towards Beijing. Thus, FOIP extends the period of time for Japanese
commercial interests to extract benefits from Japan’s prior economic en-
gagement with the PRC. It allows constructive messaging by rhetorically
centring new future-oriented bilateral and mini-lateral relations with the
non-great powers and includes «third-country» cooperation with the two
great powers. It also allows expressions of competition as Japan seeks to
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cross-brace militarily, economically, and technologically with both new and
traditional regional partners in ways that decentres China as the key focus
of regional engagement, thereby restraining Beijing’s ability to exploit rel-
ative power asymmetries.

Short-term prospects that Abe’s Indo-Pacific framing of Japan’s
foreign policy might endure are also good and belie initial anticipation,
including in Beijing, that Suga’s anointment and his reappointment of
Nikai to the Secretary-General role signalled a friendlier Japanese policy
towards the PRC."? The reality is that Suga’s well-known lack of inter-
est in foreign policy grants Abe a potential role as a coach to Suga and
as a go-between in his prime ministerial afterlife.!’® Suga thus vowed to
continue his predecessor’s work during his LDP presidency candidacy:
«Prime Minister Abe’s leadership diplomacy was truly amazing. I don’t
think I can match that. [I] will stick to my own style, while also seeking
assistance from the Foreign Ministry. And of course, I will consult with
(Abe)».'"* Suga signalled his reliance on the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
with Motegi Toshimitsu’s reappointment as foreign minister, and shortly
after the inauguration Suga visited Vietnam and Indonesia, recalling Abe’s
first prime ministerial visit in 2012. Ichikawa Keiichi, who now heads up
the North American Affairs Bureau, represented further continuity be-
tween Suga and Abe. Ichikawa worked under Kanehara Nobukatsu in the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ Foreign Policy Bureau that promulgated the
Arc of Freedom and Prosperity vision that later informed the FOIP. Ichika-
wa returned as executive secretary when Suga was chief cabinet secretary.
Ichikawa then found himself in the Foreign Policy Bureau in 2016 as he
coordinated with Kanehara and Abe’s diplomatic brain, Yachi Shétard, in
the crafting of FOIP.'"

Furthermore, Japanese leaders and officials have been encouraged
by their success in influencing audiences sitting in foreign capitals by mak-
ing use of the «Indo-Pacific» framing.''® This result was partially aided by
Trump’s lack of a clear Asia strategy and the more assertive and riskier
Chinese foreign and security policy under Xi Jinping. Tokyo has of course
had to make its own adjustments, such as the transmutation of Japan’s Free
and Open Indo-Pacific strategy into an inclusive vision that was rhetori-
cally inclusive of China. This served to assuage ASEAN, which announced
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its own Outlook on the Indo-Pacific, as well as countries like New Zealand,
which adopted the terminology in 2019, and Australia, which had adopted
Indo-Pacific terminology in its 2013 sans the «Free and Open» rhetorical
flourish."'” As ASEAN and the Australasian countries endorsed Japan’s
approach, Japan succeeded in convincing European nations of the vir-
tues of FOIP-centred strategic action as the Europeans also recalibrated
relations with China. Germany published its rather comprehensive Cabi-
net-approved «Policy Guidelines for the Indo-Pacific» in September 2020,
the Netherlands published a non-paper on its own Indo-Pacific guidelines
in November 2020,"® and France, which is a resident power in the Indian
and Pacific Oceans, announced its «Indo-Pacific strategy» in 2018. Ger-
many and France, namely the two major EU member states, pushed for
an EU-wide strategy on the Indo-Pacific in the late-Autumn of 2020. The
United Kingdom has also trumpeted the synergy between its Global Brit-
ain and Indo-Pacific conceptions. All of the afore-mentioned European
documents on the Indo-Pacific aimed at the twin challenges of balancing
their relationship with China by deepening their relationship with East
and South Asian players such as Japan, India and ASEAN countries, while
avoiding the pitfalls of a US-China strategic rivalry that risks rocking the
entire regional architecture, if not the multilateral global order.

Japan’s role in these European conceptions has been pivotal, as sig-
nalled by the invitation of Foreign Minister Motegi to the EU Foreign
Affairs Council of January 2021, a first in the history of EU-Japan re-
lations. Moreover, various security agreements on intelligence, defence
equipment, and regularised two-plus-two dialogues with Japan provid-
ed momentum for European Indo-Pacific outreach. France, the United
Kingdom, and Germany have all announced their interest in the region
by sending military assets to East Asia for exercises. These coups were
the result of US lobbying, but also of the Japanese government’s quiet
diplomacy and strategic communications efforts throughout the second
Abe administration: after all, major European think-tanks and, to a lesser
extent, academic institutions benefitted from Japanese funding to put the
spotlight on Tokyo’s initiatives and transmit its strategic narratives to pol-
icymakers and the expert community. And by 2020, the government of Ja-
pan had decided to invest in two major EU research-intensive universities
with close links to the policy world, to inaugurate a Japan programme and
an EU-Asia project, respectively, at The Vrije Universiteit Brussel and the
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European University Institute (Florence). These initiatives would be led
by experts on Japan and East Asia’s international relations.!'? Moreover,
throughout 2020 the EU and Japan undertook a series of Track 1.5 and
webinar discussions, which culminated in a Joint Study on Connectivity
Cooperation. These discussions aimed at building on the 2019 EU-Japan
Partnership on Sustainable Connectivity and Quality Infrastructure Agree-
ment to identify flagship projects entailing joint EU-Japan private-public
financing, with an eye on the Western Balkans, Eastern Europe and Cen-
tral Asia.'?” In the process, Japan’s leadership role has helped build a loose
coalition of middle powers that may come handy in the face of two night-
mare scenarios: American abandonment and the potential for Sinocentric
hegemony, or excessive U.S.-China competition that risks ushering in a
world defined solely by power politics.

6. National security: supply chain resiliency and technological autonomy

The twin lens of managing Japan’s position within the Sino-American re-
lationship and pursuing Indo-Pacific diversification also applies to Japan’s
economic and military security. Even before 2020, fears lingered about
China’s asymmetric ability to leverage its centrality in many global and
regional value chains as a form of «weaponized interdependence».'*! COV-
ID-19 only drew more attention to this concern as China’s stringent lock-
down measures initially created a bottleneck in the supply of PPE and other
medical necessities. In 2019, China was the largest supplier of PPE in med-
ical goods, with a market share of 64% for surgical masks, 59% for goggles,
47% for protective wear, and 37% for gloves. As of May 2020, Japan still
depended on China for 96% on masks, 73% on goggles, and between 80%
and 90% of imported protection gear (including those products produced
by Japanese companies in the People’s Republic).'? COVID-19’s impact,
therefore, ultimately enhanced regional (geo)political preferences for di-
versification — whether the Trump administration’s maximalist position of
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decoupling from China or the more subtle pursuit of enhanced «Indo-Pa-
cific» strategic «resilience» favoured by other nations.'®

In terms of the former, COVID-19 developments initially buoyed
Trump administration officials with further justification for their scepti-
cism towards globalisation in general, and China’s central role in driving
it forward since it joined the WT'O in 2001 in particular. In January 2020,
Secretary of Commerce Wilbur Ross suggested that COVID-19 would alert
companies about the multiple risks associated with China and bring jobs
back to the United States.'** COVID-19 and PRC actions throughout 2020
also provided the Trump administration with ample opportunity to em-
phasise the Communist Party of China’s (CPC) «malign» intent and China’s
sustained technological and military modernization, and hegemonic aspira-
tions at the expense of the rest of the world.

Washington’s emphasis on national security considerations in Si-
no-American economic relations was not new. The Trump administration
had already identified the need to apply maximum «asymmetric pressure»
to defend America’s domestic industrial base, impose serious costs on Chi-
na’s party-state regime,'?> and avoid assisting the PRC in sectors where state
subsidies, distorted market practices, and economies of scale nurtured its
national champions. In 2020, the United States sought to accelerate decou-
pling further through a wide range of tightened export controls and foreign
investment screening mechanisms, including adding various Chinese com-
panies to the entity list (EL), which lists goods and services requiring export
licences, managed by the Department of Commerce’s Bureau of Industry
and Security. This made it increasingly difficult for Chinese companies to
do business in the United States as well as around the world with companies
that also want to operate in the United States.'?

Washington’s combative approach during the Trump administration
rested on the insight that the CPC’s legitimacy was based on econom-
ic performance and that China’s catch-up in high-tech sectors, such as
semiconductors, was still dependent on market access and technology co-
operation with Western nations and American allies like Japan. '* For its

123. Corey Wallace, ‘Australia and Aotearoa’.

124. ‘Wilbur Ross Says Coronavirus Could Bring Jobs Back to the U.S.’, New
York Times, 30 January 2020.

125. US National Security Council, US Strategic Framework for the Indo-Pacific, 15
February 2018 (https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/
IPS-Final-Declass.pdf); ‘Virtual Alexander Hamilton Society Book Talk: The China
Nightmare: Dan Blumenthal, Matt Pottinger, & Nadia Schadlow’, The Alexander Ham-
ilton Society (webinar), 9 March 2021.

126. Hiroyuki Suzuki, ‘Building Resilient Global Supply Chains: The Geopoli-
tics of the Indo-Pacific Region’, CSIS Report, 19 February 2021.

127. Evan Medeiros, ‘China Reacts: Assessing Beijing’s Response to Trump’s
New China Strategy’, China Leadership Monitor, 1 March 2019; “Virtual Alexander
Hamilton Society Book Talk: The China Nightmare: Dan Blumenthal, Matt Potting-
er, & Nadia Schadlow’, The Alexander Hamilton Society (webinar), 9 March 2021.

132



Jaran 2020

part, the Abe administration had started moving before 2020 to defend
Japan’s technological base through tighter export controls and foreign
investment screening mechanisms. It also established funding mecha-
nisms to woo Japanese companies to diversify away from China,'®® and
sought to mitigate the economic consequences of China establishing a
sphere of influence through its own connectivity initiatives by promot-
ing Japan’s own «high quality» infrastructure initiatives.'? In 2020, Tokyo
strengthened surveillance of university laboratories to prevent outflows of
advanced technologies,'® updated its Data Privacy Law in line with the
strict standards of the EU’s GDPR and its vision for a Data Free Flow
with Trust initiative.'”! Finally, Tokyo agreed to a EU-Japan-US trilateral
proposal for strengthening industrial subsidy discipline within the World
Trade Organization.'*

Tokyo also launched a supply chain diversification campaign initially
provisioned with US$ 2.3 billion in subsidies, a sum which it later matched
in early 2021." This was complemented by an Indo-Pacific-focused «Supply
Chain Resilience Initiative» agreed to with Australia, and India in Septem-
ber 2020. India and Australia both suffered economic fallout from height-
ened diplomatic disputes with the PRC in 2020, and like Japan, sought to
increase supply chain «resilience» with financial incentives.'**

The ultimate effectiveness of these diversification initiatives and the
United States’ trade war is still unclear, however. China’s position in global
value chains is, after all, mostly dependent on regional demand, rather than
American demand.'* Foreign Direct Investment into China actually grew in
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2020, making China the largest recipient of global FDI."® Japanese busi-
nesses, much like the rest of the world, also continued to do business with
and locate their supply chains in China. According to JETRO’s regular busi-
ness conditions survey, ten times more Japanese businesses are considering
expanding their China business in the future (40 %) than are considering
withdrawal (4 %) as of December 2020.'%7

One commercial domain where Japanese government and corpo-
rate manoeuvring is likely to profoundly affect strategic diversification is
telecommunications. Beginning in 2017, the Japanese government began
encouraging Japanese companies to develop 5G/6G infrastructure through
spectrum allocation policies, tax incentives and credit facilities, and by
extending the support of the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry
(METI) to cooperative R&D and test-bed facilities. While China’s national
champions, Huawei and ZTE, were increasingly excluded from Western and
American allied 5G networks, national leaders publicly wondered what the
affordable alternatives were."** Tokyo positioned itself as that alternative in
late-2019, when it signalled its desire for Japan to «lead America and the EU
on 5G development».'® These ambitions have been greatly helped by the
emergence of the Open Radio Access Network (O-RAN) concept and alli-
ance. O-RAN implementation proceeds from open standards in data trans-
mission and enhanced interfacing between different network devices and
infrastructure components to prevent «lock-in» by singular infrastructure
vendors or nations.'** O-RAN does not require a single telecommunications
vendor to provide an infrastructure «backbone», and allows governments
to customize their networks with equipment from multiple vendors. In the
long run, these «virtualized» networks may also be cheaper, and govern-
ments will not need their own national telecommunications champions to
retain strategic autonomy. Governments will, however, need initial assistance
from equipment «integrators». Japanese companies are well positioned to
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provide this assistance given their world-leading demonstrations of the abil-
ity to integrate O-RAN compliant equipment in early-2020. METT followed
up on these developments in June 2020 when it announced a «Beyond 5G»
support initiative and accompanying international strategy. In the second
half of 2020 there was rapid consolidation of strategic 5G/6G partnerships
between domestic Japanese companies and international allies.!"!

Domestic developments were augmented by international dynamics.
The 2019 Prague 5G Security Conference saw 32 countries, NATO and the
EU agree on security standards for 5G rollout (The Prague Proposals) while
excluding Russian and Chinese representatives and companies. The United
States placed Huawei on its entity list in May 2020 against the background
of its Clean Path initiative to exclude «unreliable» vendors like Huawei
and ZTE from any networks that connect through American diplomatic
facilities.’*? Moreover, the formulation of the Open RAN Policy Coalition
brought NEC, NTT, Rakuten Mobile, and Fujitsu together with Samsung,
and large American and European telecommunications, computing, and
systems technology companies to advocate for the O-RAN consortium. This
firmly ensconced Japanese companies at the centre of geopolitical mach-
inations over telecommunications infrastructure. In December 2020, the
United States government lent its imprimatur to the Open RAN Policy Co-
alition when the Federal Communications Commission unanimously vot-
ed to support making O-RAN solutions eligible for federal funding. This
was followed by Congress passing the Utilizing Strategic Allied (USA) Tele-
communications Act to provide funding and assist with the deployment of
O-RAN 5G network solutions throughout the United States and to remove
«unreliable» equipment. Congress also passed the Multilateral Telecommu-
nications Security Fund Act, establishing a fund to prevent the spread of
equipment made in China overseas, specifically noting the Five Eyes coun-
tries and Japan as likely contributors.'**

Beyond North America, Japanese providers like NEC, NTT, HAPS-
Mobile (Softbank subsidiary), Fujitsu, and Rakuten have served as testers,
integrators, and equipment providers for multi-vendor O-RAN systems in
cooperation with the British government, BT and O2 in the United King-
dom, Madrid-based Telefonica, Deutsche Telekom in Germany, and Voda-
fone in the Netherlands. Japanese providers have also made high profile
demonstrations of the O-RAN alliance’s potential in France, Thailand, and
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India — with Japanese and Indian governments agreeing to the mutual en-
hancement of technology development and human resource provision.'**
It ought to be stressed, however, that, in the short-to-medium term, open
radio access network-based 5G is still being tested and its deployment and
adoption is substantially behind traditional <hardware»-centred suppliers,
such as Huawei, Nokia and Ericsson, whose components are ready to be
deployed. In short, the US-led O-RAN alliance was playing to the United
States’ strengths in software-based ICT solutions and is only likely to pose
a serious challenge in the medium-term to Huawei and European telecom-
munication components providers.'*®

While virtualized Open-Radio Access Network solutions might be suf-
ficient for domestic telecommunications, international traffic is still over-
whelmingly transmitted by submarine cables. Japanese companies were at
the centre of strategic machinations in this item as well in 2020. In October
2020, the US-Australia-Japan Trilateral Partnership for Infrastructure In-
vestment in the Indo-Pacific agreed to its first project to fund a large-ca-
pacity submarine optical cable built by NEC to connect Oceania’s Palau to
Southeast Asia and the U.S. mainland.'*

Japan’s telecommunications aspirations and «middle power» cooper-
ation also got a boost in 2020 due to the Chilean government’s decision to
snub Huawei Marine for the Transoceanic Cable."” Huawei had planned
landing points in Shanghai and Hong Kong for the first submarine cable
linking South American to Asia. However, with encouragement from Unit-
ed States Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, Santiago eventually chose To-
kyo’s proposed route connecting Santiago and Auckland to a landing point
at Sydney. This will in turn connect to a cable that links Sydney to Japan
through Guam, completed in July 2020. Japanese government funding will
support NEC to construct the Transoceanic Cable, with the two govern-
ments agreeing to a digital partnership that will assist Chile in fulfilling its
ambition to become the Southern American digital hub.

The Transoceanic Cable and Japan’s 5G/6G ambitions are also
timely for New Zealand and Australia after the two nations effectively ex-
cluded Chinese telecommunications vendors from their 5G networks in
2018."** Indeed, Australia and Japan agreed to cooperate in the 5G field
in mid-July, essentially closing the Quad loop on 5G cooperation, and
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NEC announced its plans in August to enter the Australian 5G market as
a replacement for Huawei. NEC also hired a recently retired top-ranked
Australian telecommunications official as its chairman to lead its penetra-
tion strategy in Australia.'*

The Transoceanic Cable plan is not the first instance of proactive
middle power diplomacy involving Japan, Australia and New Zealand. The
three countries came together to forge the Comprehensive and Progressive
Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP) after the withdrawal of the United States
from the original Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) and continued in 2020 to
promote the agreement with «likeminded» countries such as Thailand, Co-
lombia, Switzerland, South Korea (ROK), Philippines, Indonesia, and the
UK (who would in early 2021 apply for membership). Japan, Australia, and
New Zealand also pushed for a higher quality version of the ASEAN-cen-
tred Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) agreed upon
in late-2020, with Japan playing an important role as an «interlocutor for
[RCEP] negotiating members».'?

New Zealand and Australia, while announcing their Pacific Reset and
Pacific Step-up policies in partial response to concerns over China’s increas-
ing influence in the Pacific Islands region, encouraged Japan to take up
a greater infrastructure, aid, and even military role in the region. Finally,
inevitably described as a «Quad Plus» initiative, New Zealand, Australia, and
Japan joined Vietnam, South Korea, India, and the United States to form
the Economic Prosperity Network (EPN). The EPN held weekly meetings
throughout 2020 just below the ministerial level to discuss supply chain
resilience and trade in a post-pandemic world.'?!

7. Military balancing in 2020: the QUAD and beyond

Japan continued to enhance Quadrilateral Security Dialogue («Quad») ac-
tivity in 2020. Japan and India finalized an Acquisition and Cross Servicing
Agreement (ACSA) agreement in September just as Abe left office. This
will have particular strategic significance as it allows the Indian military
to access Japan’s Djibouti base near key Middle East sea lanes and pro-
vides the SDF access to major Indian bases in the Andaman and Nicobar
Islands in the Bay of Bengal, which sit astride western approaches to the
Malacca Strait. Then, in October, the second ever ministerial-level Quad
meeting took place in Tokyo ahead of Australia’s November return to the
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Malabar Naval Exercises and the first four-member Quad military exercise
in 13 years.'” The Quad’s growing momentum was facilitated by mounting
tensions between its four members and China throughout 2020, especially
between India and China.

Further tightening of the Australia-Japan security relationship was of
particularly profound significance in 2020. The completion of a reciprocal
access agreement (RAA) that will govern the presence of their respective
militaries in each other’s territory represents Japan’s first such post-war
agreement with a singular non-allied nation and the first since the 1960
Status of Forces Agreement with the United States. Japan also joined Aus-
tralia and the United States in multiple naval exercises in the US Navy’s
7th Fleet’s area of operations, including the South China Sea.'”* After this
exercise, defence minister Kishi Nobuo announced that Japan would look at
permitting the SDF to provide «asset protection» to Australian military pres-
ence in East Asia. It is worth stressing that only the United States had hith-
erto benefitted from the authorisation of such missions under Japan’s PSL.

The precedents established by these activities and new agreements
are not only important in a Quad context but could form the foundation
for Japan to play a greater a role in military cross-bracing amongst middle
and regional power partners present in the Indo-Pacific, given mutual con-
cerns about both PRC activity and American reliability and commitment to
Indo-Pacific stability. While the Australia-Japan relationship is the most ad-
vanced, Japan continued to pursue an acceleration of strategic cooperation
with non-Quad members in 2020. This accelerated program included mari-
time and amphibious military training exercises that involved non-Quad In-
do-Pacific democracies such as Canada and New Zealand in Anti-Submarine
Warfare exercises, as well as new defence equipment agreements, and equip-
ment sales to ASEAN nations to enhance their maritime domain awareness.

Despite COVID-19, the UK, Australia, NZ, Canada, and France con-
tinued to operate out of the United States’ pivotal Kadena Air Base to per-
form aerial and maritime monitoring of UN Security Council sanctions
against North Korea (DPRK). To match words with deeds in their strategic
partnership, Europe and Japan converged on hard and soft security coop-
eration. While European navies steadily engaged in the Indo-Pacific region,
commitments by the UK, France and Germany to increase their military
presence were welcomed by Japan (and the US) in 2020.'** Furthermore, the
EU and the development agencies of major EU member states inaugurated
a four-year «Enhancing Security Cooperation in and with Asia» project. It
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aimed to promote policy dialogue, confidence building, and capacity build-
ing with partners such as India, Indonesia, Japan, Singapore, South Korea
and Vietnam, in the fields of maritime and cyber security, counter-terror-
ism, and training in peacekeeping.'®®

8. Alliance developments

The alliance with the United States was enhanced in two notable ways in
2020. The first reflected Japan’s increased recent focus on enhancing mul-
ti-domain warfare capabilities with space, cyber and electromagnetic spec-
trum technologies. Space cooperation took a big leap forward in particular.
Half a year after the creation of the United States Space Force (USSF), the
Japanese government established the Space Operations Squadron (SOS) as
a specialized space domain unit within the Air Self-Defense Force (ASDF)
in May. Then in June, the United States released its Defense Space Strategy
and Japan adopted a new Basic Plan on Space Policy. The two governments
agreed to expand space cooperation in a number of civilian and military
space and technology areas, including the all-important space situational
awareness (SSA). The SOS soon signed an MOU for cooperation with the
United States Space Force (USSF). The allies later concluded an agreement
to strengthen their space-monitoring capabilities through mutual use of
their satellites. Part of it was Japan’s decision to mount two United States
optical sensors to enhance Space Domain Awareness on Japan’s Michibi-
ki Quasi-Zenith (QZ) satellites to be launched from Japan’s Tanegashima
Space Centre. The QZ satellites have significant future commercial and ci-
vilian applications by improving on the United States” GPS system in terms
of both coverage and precision for Japan and the Western Pacific. However,
the fused civilian-military strategic aspects of space systems are also impor-
tant as exemplified by the United States and its allies’ increasingly com-
petition with the PRC’s «Space Silk Road» in the provision of commercial
space services. On the launch of the SOS, the Japanese government stated
forthrightly its need to protect commercial and military space assets from
new anti-satellite weapons and the need to build «the capability to disrupt
the C41 (command, control, communication, computer, and intelligence) of
opponents with combined use of the electromagnetic domain».'*
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A second positive development for the alliance was the Japanese gov-
ernment welcoming significant involvement of American companies in its
¥ 5 trillion (ca. US$ 48 billion) F-3 project to develop 90 fighters to re-
place Japan’s F-2 and the older F-15]s from 2035. This was the first Japa-
nese-led fighter initiative since the Mitsubishi Heavy Industries (MHI) F-1
in the 1970s. Tokyo nevertheless anticipated enhanced alliance integration
through deepened industrial and technological cooperation and interoper-
ability. Tokyo also envisioned the development of a platform that enhances
resilience to the networking-disrupting electronic warfare capabilities de-
ployed by China to counter the United States and Japan’s ability to operate
within the 1st Island Chain. Project-lead Mitsubishi Heavy Industries would
engage Lockheed Martin for systems integration, stealth-and-airframe/mo-
bility enhancements, and, in all likelihood, Northrop Grumman for sensors
and data-linking. In addition to using performance-enhancing materials
developed by MHI and IHI that lighten the airframe and engine, the F-3
will include new systems such as an Electromagnetic Warfare-resilient fly-by-
optics control system, a self-repairing flight control capability, a VR helmet,
and the use of drones as «loyal wingmen» for forward sensing and combat
purposes.'®” Various new technologies could thus be improved through co-
operation and plausibly taken up into a future United States 6™ generation
fighter, allowing development costs to be reduced.

A third development was more mixed in symbolism. As the United
States and Japan welcomed the 60™ anniversary of the Mutual Security
Treaty in January, Japan’s inability to take part in the «collective» contribu-
tion to United States’ pressure on Iran by joining an international coalition
to protect ships that pass through the Strait of Hormuz highlighted the con-
tinued restraints on Japan’s ability to contribute to the alliance. The gov-
ernment dispatched the Takanami destroyer and two P-3C surveillance craft
in February to the Middle East, but operations were limited to independent
«research and study», the use of weapons restricted to the protection of Ja-
pan-related ships, and the MSDF prohibited from operating in the critical
Strait of Hormuz and the Persian Gulf areas, traversed by ships carrying
80% of Japan’s crude oil imports, which are there potentially at maximum
risk.’®® While the United States welcomed Japan’s move, President Trump
and the United States Ambassador in Tokyo both noted their expectations
of greater alliance contributions ahead of Host Nation Support negotiations
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scheduled for 2020."° With Trump’s re-election still a realistic possibility at
the time, Japan’s leaders could not but be anxious about American percep-
tions of Japan’s commitment to the alliance and what was to come.

9. Domestic security politics

COVID-19 ultimately obscured discussions of security matters in Japan in
the first half of 2020. This changed with Minister of Defence Kono Tard’s
abrupt June cancellation of the Aegis Ashore midcourse ballistic missile
defence (BMD) system. Several developments foreshadowed cancellation,
however. In Akita Prefecture, existing reservations over the health effects
of emplacing Aegis Ashore’s AN/SPY 7 radar next to a residential area were
transformed into resistance after mid-2019 revelations that the Ministry of
Defence (MOD) had miscalculated elevation angles used to rule out alter-
native Tohoku candidate sites. A MOD official falling asleep at a June 2019
meeting dedicated to assuaging Akita residents’ safety concerns worsened
matters. With the prefectural governor and 60% of all Akita residents op-
posing Aegis Ashore’s deployment, the LDP lost Akita Prefecture’s sole sin-
gle member district seat in the July 2019 House of Councillors election, and
Akita was withdrawn as a candidate site in May 2020.'*° The MOD then in-
formed Kono of problems near Southwestern Japan’s Yamaguchi Prefecture
candidate site, where modifications to prevent interceptor boosters landing
in a residential area would add ten years to deployment time and a further
¥ 200 billion to already ballooning life-cycle costs.'®!

With North Korea’s recent missile testing programme reminding the
Japanese government that Aegis Ashore was not optimised for the inter-
ception of ballistic missiles with lofted, depressed, or boost-glide trajecto-
ries in addition to cruise missiles, Kono convinced Prime Minister Abe to
cancel the whole programme, burnishing his own credentials as a decisive
and fiscally sensitive reformer in the process. This cancellation, however,
startled an American defence establishment that had grown used to a more
accommodating Tokyo, which, following the Abe administrations support
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for the revision of the Guidelines for U.S.-Japan Defence Cooperation and
the passage of the PSL, had become open to greater operational integration
and expensive purchases of American military equipment. Cancellation also
bifurcated domestic security debate into two streams: one focused on a BMD
replacement as an alliance contribution, and another on overseas territorial
strike roles for the SDF as a hedge against American abandonment.

Regarding BMD, the Japan government’s selection of Lockheed Mar-
tin’s AN/SPY 7 radar system as the core of Aegis Ashore in 2017 was particu-
larly significant for alliance integration. Using active electronically scanned
arrays (AESA) more resistant to jamming and difficult to detect, SPY-7
promised greater precision and three times more coverage than the passive
phased array AN/SPY-1D radars on Aegis-equipped MSDF and US Navy
destroyers on BMD duty in the Western Pacific. The deployment of SPY-7
and Aegis Ashore interceptor batteries to land-based locations in Akita and
Yamaguchi would enhance Japan’s integration into the United States’ re-
gional BMD network, free up the MSDF and US Navy from ballistic missile
defence duties, and potentially enable Japan to make a genuine «collective
self-defence» contribution to protecting Guam or Hawaii, while also molli-
fying Trump administration demands for increased Foreign Military Sales
(FMS) purchases by allies.

Balancing alliance and domestic demands, Tokyo eventually settled
on a five-year plan to build two destroyers modified to house the SPY-
7. While it adds flexibility about radar and interceptor battery placement
and concealment, «Aegis Afloat» will not be a true replacement for Aegis
Ashore. It will also eventually cost more in terms of the maintenance and
manpower required operate the vessels.'® Space and power generation
limitations will likely result in decreased radar sensitivity compared to a
ground-based system, and will prevent future performance enhancements
of this modular system. Maritime weather conditions and the upkeep re-
quirements for the vessels also make the promise of 24/7 radar coverage of
potential ballistic missile threats impossible to realise. Instead of reducing
the need for two MSDF destroyers to be out at sea on BMD duty, «Aegis
Afloat» will enhance the MSDF need to recruit and retain enlarged crews
for its existing fleet and missions. This was demonstrated immediately by
the MSDF proposing to assign 500 Ground Self-Defence Force troops to
crew the new ships.'®

Aegis Ashore’s cancellation temporarily breathed new life into Ja-
pan’s perennial policy debate over acquisition of a strike capability against
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military bases in foreign territory. Increasing awareness of BMD costs and
effectiveness limitations, diffidence towards President Trump’s enthusi-
asm for foreign arms sales, and doubts about Japan’s «excessive depend-
ence on the U.S. for its defense» catalysed by uncertainties about COV-
ID-19’s geopolitical implications moved the LDP to establish a task force
to re-evaluate Japan’s missile defence options in July.'®* When the task
force submitted its proposals to Prime Minister Abe in August, it high-
lighted the need for «<new measures that will heighten deterrence, includ-
ing possession of the capability of preventing ballistic missile launches
even from within enemy territory». This policy was called «missile inter-
diction», watering down the previous terminology, «enemy base strike».'%
Abe immediately convened a meeting of the NSC to consider the changes,
promising to «“move ahead in setting a new direction and swiftly imple-
ment” the change».!%

Despite this promise, authorisation of foreign territory strike mis-
sions under the guise of missile interdiction was eventually rejected. De-
fence analysts and some former defence ministers cautioned that the type
of missile threat North Korea (and China) posed in 2020 was very differ-
ent from even five years before, given their enhanced launcher mobili-
ty and deception practices. To eliminate enemy missile positions, Japan’s
recent acquisition and development of long-range «stand-off> weapons
would need to be accompanied by the SDF acquiring familiarity with even
more expensive and costly-to-maintain detection and support platforms
operating close to heavily contested DPRK (or Chinese) territory.'®” Even
with United States (and unlikely) ROK help, Japanese experts doubted the
plausibility of pre-empting a missile attack and questioned the effective-
ness of hunting down mobile launch platforms after an initial saturation
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attack. In their evaluation, such an attempt was unlikely to generate much
more than damage mitigation or enemy firing-rate disruption effects.!'®®

Foreign experts questioned the cost-benefit calculations of Tokyo con-
cerning stand-off weapons for purposes other than maritime domain denial
and their contribution to alliance burden sharing. They noted the lack of
Japanese investment into affordable, but symbolically prosaic, lower tech-
nology adaptations, which would enhance the resilience of the US-Japan al-
liance. Likewise, they assessed long-standing ASDF and MSDF deficiencies
in ISR capabilities, air/sea lift, and logistical support as more urgent needs
for a Tokyo wanting to add value to American operations during a regional
conflict.'” These conventional weapons are also unlikely to generate the
expected strategic and deterrent effects for retaliation, punishment, and
counterforce missions as they lack destructive and penetrative power. On
top of this, the quantities Japan could acquire will be limited by other ex-
pensive military acquisitions and fiscal restraints. Most problematically, the
likely targets for more aggressive uses of these weapons are nuclear-armed
authoritarian states that share, and nurture, historical antagonism towards
Japan due to its brutal imperial legacy. Ultimately, carrying out «missile in-
terdiction» would be unwise without a solid commitment from Washington,
which might, however, be undermined by incessant Japan’s doubts about
the alliance with the United States.

Commentators increasingly saw this missile interdiction agenda as
Abe’s attempt to leave a stronger diplomacy and security focused legacy
and as compensation for his failures on «revising the pacifist Constitution,
regaining sovereignty of some or all of the Northern Territories from Rus-
sia and resolving the thorny problem of Japanese nationals abducted by
North Korea».!™ As Abe’s political authority deteriorated, criticism of the
rationale for missile interdiction gained traction. Coalition partner Komeito
— already chastened by stakeholder criticism over its close cooperation with
LDP hawks during the Abe era — exerted itself to protect Japan’s senshu boei
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or «defensive defence» policy. In September, Abe, in a public statement,
made no specific mention of the SDF being able to strike missile positions
in enemy territory, only going as far as to note «there is a need to heighten
deterrence to further reduce the possibility of an attack on Japan».'”" Even
within the LDP, Abe’s statement did not get the approval of the relevant
policy body, and the statement was generally ignored by newspaper editori-
al boards.'” In December 2020, the debate was once again quietly shelved,
just as the government announced its most anaemic increase (0.5%) in de-
fence spending for almost a decade. This limited increase occurred despite
the PRC’s 6.6% 2020 increase in defence spending and awareness about the
future burdens coming from Aegis Afloat and F-3 development.

Like commitment to revising Article 9 of the constitution, rolling back
senshu boei, retains totemic symbolism for many revisionist conservative pol-
iticians, looking to transcend the «post-war regime».'” However, senshu boei
is a symbolic policy stance rather than a strategic doctrine. The focus on
it by both its defenders and assailants ultimately obscures needed debates
about the strategic rationale for ensuring Japan’s security and prioritization
of defence options in the constrained context of a limited defence budget.
And, as COVID-19 demonstrated all too painfully in 2020, geopolitical in-
security may not necessarily be the most pressing security problem. The
government does not seem to have learned this lesson, however, despite the
major political consequences it had. When the government tasked a team in
the NSS to craft Japan’s pandemic response on April 1, it was tacked on to
a new unit focusing on economic security, making it seem like a makeshift
and temporary adaptation.' Similarly, there has been a surprising lack of
progress on instituting a Japanese disease control and prevention centre
despite support from within the LDP, Komeito, the Science Council of Ja-
pan, and Japan Medical Science Federation for an independent, expert-fo-
cused agency.'” As globalization is only being reworked rather than being
rewound in response to recent political and pandemic-related instability,
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there is no guarantee that COVID-19 will be the most serious pandemic
facing Japan in the years ahead. The safety and strategic implications of
non-traditional security threats require greater institutional attention from
the Japanese government than has been the case up to the end of 2020.

10. Conclusion

Up until 2020, increased strategic uncertainty in Japan’s geopolitical envi-
ronment and the unpredictability of international events experienced dur-
ing the Abe administration appeared to be balanced out by Prime Minister
Abe introducing greater predictability to Tokyo’s domestic, foreign, and se-
curity policies and imposing on to national politics a rare sense of stability.
With the Olympics as the backdrop, 2020 was supposed to serve as a symbol-
ic if not substantive turning point for consolidating consensus around To-
kyo’s long-standing national challenges, as Abe looked towards building his
political legacy. The developments of 2020 surveyed in this article, however,
mean that Japan’s political elite entered 2021 with more questions than
ever to answer in the pursuit of national wellbeing. Abe’s departure from
the premiership and Japan’s ongoing battle with COVID-19 left a strategic
vacuum domestically. Political actors from within the LDP, a consolidated
national opposition, and newly resurgent local and national-level populist
politicians will seek to occupy it. At the same time, local populist politicians
gain little national traction and the opposition — a collection of small parties
with different agendas — has hardly consolidated. More likely, rising stars in
the LDP will be able to consolidate and reinvigorate it to face old and new
challenges. Japan’s attempts to balance relations between China and the
United States became even more perilous as both nations signalled their
acceptance of a new era of strategic competition and communicated their
resolve to shape international relations more aggressively. While Japan’s at-
tempts to diversify its «Indo-Pacific» partnerships appeared to bear fruit,
questions remained about how much and how quickly such outreach would
generate alternative sources of strategic autonomy. Japan’s leaders — who-
ever they might be — clearly face more dynamic and testing domestic and
international environments in the years ahead.
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