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Fukuda follows Koizumi’s magic
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Japan’s prime minister, Yasuo Fukuda, has been described as the “un-Abe” – a pro-China dove who
will pull Japan back from the reckless nationalism of the past year. But to understand Mr Fukuda the
best place to look is in the exact same place Shinzo Abe himself came from: the government of
Junichiro Koizumi.

Mr Koizumi was an Elvis Presley-singing maverick who defied the powerful factions in the Liberal
Democratic party and built a majority in the Diet by appealing directly to the public with bold
pronouncements about foreign policy and economic reform. Hoping to repeat the Koizumi magic, the
LDP overwhelmingly voted for the popular Mr Abe to succeed him last September. Mr Abe started out
with a promising 70 per cent support in the polls, but after his inexperienced cabinet mismanaged a
crisis over missing pension accounts and was paralysed by corruption scandals, that support
collapsed. The Japanese people were not opposed to Mr Abe’s assertive foreign po licy so much as
desperate for competent government. And the man who had delivered competence for  Mr Koizumi
was his chief cabinet secretary, the mild-mannered photo enthusiast, Mr Fukuda.

While Mr Abe developed the reputation of a national security hawk in the Koizumi years, it was Mr
Fukuda who organised the government’s response to the events of September 11 2001. Ignoring the
usual bureaucratic stove-piping, Mr Fukuda pulled together top officials in the foreign ministry and
defence agency and delivered a robust counter-terrorism strategy that included the politically risky
dispatch of Japanese naval forces to support operations against the Taliban. Today the opposition is
using its new majority in the upper house  to block legislation that would ex- tend those missions, but Mr
Fukuda has put veteran foreign and defence ministers in his cabinet and pledged to find a way to keep
Japan in the fight against terrorism. Opposition leaders acknowledge that Mr Fukuda will be harder to
outmanoeuvre on this issue than the straight-charging, ideological Mr Abe.

And Mr Fukuda is unlikely to tilt from America towards China. He has promised to avoid controversial
visits to the Yasukuni shrine but, rather than running away from the history issue, as chief cabinet
secretary he tried to establish a national war memorial that would allow the Japanese public to honour
their war dead without the inclusion of controversial war criminals now enshrined in Yasukuni. On
North Korea, Mr Fukuda and Mr Abe feuded under Mr Koizumi. Mr Abe argued for sanctions and
pressure to force Pyongyang to account for all Japanese citizens it had abducted, while Mr Fukuda
preferred a balance of both pressure and engagement that was less popular but en joyed the support
of Mr Koizumi. Mr Fukuda can be expected to mirror Washington’s new flexibility on North Korea, but
he will not ignore the abductee issue or allow dangerous naivety about Pyongyang’s intentions with
respect to nuclear weapons. On security policy Mr Fukuda is George Herbert Walker Bush to Mr Abe’s
Dick Cheney: a realist rather than a neo-conservative, but hardly a pacifist dove.

Japan’s business elite has been pleased with Mr Fukuda’s selection since it sees him as more
interested in continuing Mr Koizumi’s economic structural reforms than Mr Abe. The same is true of Mr
Fukuda’s commitment to continue Mr Koizumi’s targeted limits on deficit spending. Rumours that Mr
Fukuda will return to the old LDP pork-barrel policies of the past are probably exaggerated, although
he will be under pressure to win back rural votes stolen by the opposition in the last upper house
election. That does not bode well for agricultural liberalisation or a more active role for Japan in trying
to revive Doha. Mr Fukuda’s willingness to prepare for a consumption tax rise also wins kudos from
economic experts in Japan, although it is not clear that good long-term economic policy will translate
into the short-term political gain needed by the ruling party.

Mr Fukuda will face big challenges. He lacks the majority in both houses of the Diet Mr Koizumi had, 
and lacks his charisma. The Japanese are hungry for the competence he represents, but will they
reward him at the ballot box if he holds an election based on prudent decisions such as raising 
consumption tax? It may be that what people really want is Mr Koizumi again. They had one aspect of 
the Koizumi magic with Mr Abe and did not like it. Now they have a chance to try the other side. 

The author is senior adviser and Japan chair at the Center for Strategic and International Studies and 
associate professor of international relations at Georgetown University
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