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P
rime Minister Shinzo Abe must sure-
ly realize it is not possible to achieve
his policy vision of creating a “beau-
tiful country” without implementing
painful reforms. On Tuesday, the
Cabinet endorsed its first annual eco-
nomic and fiscal policy outline.

However, it does not offer a road map
pointing to the inevitable increase in the pub-
lic burden to support an aging society. Nor
does it offer detailed descriptions of agricul-
tural and other domestic reforms that are in-
dispensable for negotiating an economic
partnership agreement with the United States
and Europe. Such pacts should be key ele-
ments in the government’s policy efforts to
deal with globalization.

In contrast, the outline contains plenty of
considerations to local areas possibly aimed
at garnering votes in the upcoming Upper
House election: a program to allow taxpay-
ers to pay part of their local income taxes to
municipalities of their choice—their home
towns, for instance—and the creation of a
new organization to revitalize local economies.

The character of the outline is symbolized
by a change of its official name. The annual
policy statements issued under the previous
government were titled, “Basic principles con-
cerning economic and fiscal policy manage-
ment and structural reform.” But the title has
been changed to “Basic principles concern-
ing economic and fiscal policy reform.” The
elimination of the phrase “structural reform”
from the title speaks volumes about what Abe
is really thinking.

Structural reform was the major policy slo-
gan of Abe’s predecessor, Junichiro Koizumi.
Claiming there could be no economic growth
without reform, Koizumi urged the nation to
accept the pains that necessary reforms would
entail. 

In order to help the nation exit the quag-
mire of prolonged economic malaise—a period
called a “lost decade”—it is necessary to take
reform measures based on a long-term per-
spective, no matter how painful they may be
at first, to strengthen the basic fabric of the na-
tion’s ailing economy.

Koizumi’s bold reform agenda focused on
cleaning up the bad debt mess in the bank-
ing sector and promoting deregulation of in-
dustries and privatization of public enterprises.

These reforms were designed to attack the
vested interests of politicians, bureaucrats
and businesses. Abe vowed to inherit Koizu-
mi’s reform agenda. In fact, however, he has
been increasingly distancing himself from rad-
ical structural changes.

Last autumn, Abe allowed the reinstatement
of former Liberal Democratic Party lawmak-
ers who were expelled from the party after
voting against the privatization of postal serv-
ices—Koizumi’s signature reform initiative.
Late last year, Abe took another misguided
step. His own initiative to reform the pro-
gram to earmark certain tax revenues for road
construction was badly watered down be-
cause of his easy compromise with opponents.
Since then, Abe has made no notable reform
proposal. He has set no specific target for re-
ducing public works spending in the budget
for the next fiscal year. Abe has also been
moving gradually back to the old tradition of
bureaucratic control on policymaking.

The latest economic policy outline should
be seen as a clear signal that Abe wants to
veer away from the path of structural reform
set by his predecessor. Indeed, Koizumi’s re-
forms have also produced some unwelcome
side effects. One is a sharp increase in the
number of low-paid nonregular workers with-
out any prospect of pay hikes. The Abe ad-
ministration has responded to this problem
by launching a second chance program to
support these workers in their efforts to find
regular jobs. 

But Abe’s approval ratings among people
in the 25-35 age group—the main target of this
program—are particularly low. That’s not sim-
ply because the measures under the program
are insufficient. Criticism about Abe’s back-
tracking on his reform promises is quite strong
among these people. In the Lower House elec-
tion in the autumn of 2005, which revolved
around the issue of postal privatization, vot-
ers in this age group strongly supported Koizu-
mi’s reform drive, helping the LDP to win an
overwhelming victory. The exact opposite is
now happening.

The policy outline is actually a list of the
Abe government’s economic policy promis-
es for the Upper House election. How will
voters deliver a verdict on his program at
polls in July?

—The Asahi Shimbun, June 20

EDITORIALS
Economic policy outline
It seems more oriented to garnering votes.

Palestinian autonomy is on the verge of col-
lapse amid the latest escalation of armed con-
flict between the two main Palestinian
factions—the Movement for the National Lib-
eration of Palestine (Fatah) and the extremist
Islamic Resistance Movement (Hamas). A
state of emergency was declared last week,
followed by the dismissal of Prime Minister
Ismail Haniyeh of the Palestine National Au-
thority. The crisis is deepening.

After Hamas seized control of Gaza on the
Egypitian border, President Mahmoud Abbas,
a Fatah, based in the West Bank and appointed
an emergency cabinet that did not include a
single Hamas-affiliated member. But Hamas
declared the president’s decision “worthless,”
and the feuding factions have since been fac-
ing off each other from Gaza and the West
Bank.

The current conflict traces its origins to the
Palestinian Legislative Council elections of
January 2006, in which Hamas won a major-
ity. Since the establishment of the Palestin-
ian National Authority in 1994, this was the
first time that Fatah lost its political monop-
oly. Conflict continued to deepen in the en-
suing months between Fatah and the new
Hamas regime. The United States and Euro-
pean Union applied pressure on the Hamas
government by withdrawing aid. In March
Hamas and Fatah formed a coalition govern-
ment through Saudi Arabia’s mediation, but
this did not thaw the United States and Eu-
rope.

Since the latest escalation of the Palestinian
crisis, the United States and Europe have
come to Abbas’ support, lifting sanctions
against Palestine and proclaiming the re-
sumption of aid. For these Western powers,
the elimination of Hamas from the new gov-
ernment was a welcome development. How-
ever, we think the U.S. and European decision
is tantamount to cement Palestine’s division
and may only aggravate the crisis.

For one, we can forecast that Fatah, with
the backing of the United States and Europe,
will turn to heavier offensive in the West

Bank to drive out Hamas. But Hamas are fair-
ly well entrenched in the West Bank, and we
fear there will be even more bloodshed.

Secondly, should Hamas-controlled Gaza
be blockaded into isolation, starvation and
other humanitarian crises will grow even more
serious. Such an outcome could well kindle
anti-American and anti-European sentiments
throughout the Islamic world. Hamas con-
tinues to refuse to acknowledge Israel’s state-
hood, having rejected the Oslo Accords of
1993 that essentially aimed for peaceful co-
existence between Palestinians and Israelis.
We can understand the irritation of the Unit-
ed States and Europe that this faction has
come into power in Palestine.

However, we must not forget that Hamas
were voted by democratic elections. Fatah
lost the elections because the public did not
trust Fatah politicians who profiteered from
foreign aid and were deeply engaged in oth-
er forms of corruption.

Alvaro de Soto, who stepped down last
month as the United Nations Special Coor-
dinator for the Middle East Peace Process,
stated in his confidential report that the Unit-
ed Nations should have employed dialogue
to urge the Hamas government to change,
and that had matters been handled properly,
there was the possibility of Hamas going for
the realistic policy of coexistence with Israel.
De Soto’s point is that true stability cannot
be attained unless the popular support Hamas
has is taken into consideration. We agree.

Palestine is the root of Mideast conflict.
Confusion in Palestine affects not only the
entire Mideast region, but the Islamic world
as well. Any further aggravation of the crisis
will give al-Qaida and other Islamist extrem-
ists a perfect chance to promote their cause,
and this in turn could scatter new seeds of
crisis around the world.

We renew our call to influential Arab na-
tions, such as Saudi Arabia and Egypt, to ap-
proach both of the two Palestinian factions
to advance reconciliation. And Japan, too,
should step up its diplomatic efforts to urge

Confusion in Palestine
Japan should effort to urge reconciliation.

Japan thinks that it has been side-
lined in the six-party talks on North
Korea’s nuclear program, according to
some reports. 

Some sources believe the departure
of old Japan hands such as former U.S.
Deputy Secretary of State Richard Ar-
mitage and Michael Green, a former
senior director for Asian affairs at the
National Security Council, from the
U.S. side is one reason. 

As these friends of Japan have left,
one of the George W. Bush adminis-
tration’s newest top officials, Treasury
Secretary Henry Paulson, is noted for
having much greater interest in Chi-
na than Japan. Meanwhile, Robert Zoel-
lick, well-known for his focus on China
as a stakeholder in world affairs, is re-
turning to Washington as head of the
World Bank. And none of the power-
ful Democratic leaders in Congress
have any expertise in Japan.  

Japanese officials are thus concerned
the loss of such personal connections
will weaken the nation’s ties with the
United States.

This reflects a flaw in the Japan-U.S.
relationship. For small countries, not
having personal connections in Wash-
ington means they cannot easily ac-
cess senior officials there. But Japan
is a $5 trillion (about 600 trillion yen)
economy that is vital to U.S. power in
Asia. It should not need intermediaries
to reach the top of the U.S. adminis-

tration. Other major U.S. allies such as
Germany and Britain do not rely on
their American “friends.”

So, why does Japan need friends?
First, Japan is not a Western nation.
Germany, like Japan, is a large econ-
omy and a major U.S. ally. But Ger-
mans find it easier than Japanese to
work with Americans. They are West-
erners, and their country has helped
shape American culture for centuries.
Therefore, unlike the Japanese, they
do not feel they must hire “friends” to
bridge the trans-Oceanic gap.

Second, Japanese society relies on
intermediaries and “fixers” who use
their connections to sort out problems.
This contrasts with the more direct
approach of Americans.

But Japan should realize that de-
pending on Japan hands has disad-
vantages. Some friends, like Richard
Armitage, have had impressive titles
but a deputy secretary is neither a top
decision maker nor someone with easy
access to the president. 

Moreover, Armitage, who had re-
fused to work for Defense Secretary
Donald Rumsfeld, was close to Colin
Powell, who was never a member of
the Bush inner circle. The real heavy-
weights in foreign policy in the Unit-
ed States government are the president,
his closest confidantes, and sometimes
the vice president and a few Cabinet
secretaries. Key senators and con-
gressmen can also play leading roles.

Many of these men and women are

politicians or politi-
cal operatives whose
primary focus is
electoral politics,
rather than foreign
affairs. 

Moreover, when
the secretaries and
the most senior ad-
visers are area spe-
cialists, they are not
Japan experts. 

In fact, there are
few Japan specialists in America. And,
even during World War II and the
Cold War, Japan has never been a No.
1 priority for the United States in the
same way that Germany and Europe,
the Soviet Union and now Southwest
Asia and China, were. 

Expertise in Japan is just not the road
to the pinnacle of U.S. policy-making
circles.

Instead of relying on Japan hands,
Tokyo needs a multi-stage strategy to
strength its position in the United
States. First, Tokyo should feel more
confident about its importance to the
United States and stop being overly
concerned about the replacement of
working-level officials in Washington.
Second, Japan needs a larger cadre of
officials who can operate in America
and enable it to bypass intermediaries.
During my more than a decade in
Washington, I observed that many
Japanese officials and scholars there
focused primarily on cementing contact

with individuals who dealt with Japan
and East Asia. 

Moreover, except for the diplomat-
ic corps and a few ministries, many
officials sent by Japanese ministries
and agencies arrive in the United States
without sufficient familiarity with
American culture and politics to be ef-
fective. Once in America, they work
very hard, but they are at a great dis-
advantage. 

In recent years, I have noticed that
Chinese officials and academics who
come to the United States are some-
times better prepared to engage Amer-
icans than their Japanese counterparts.
Once Japan has its own cadre of
“America hands,” it will be able to
broaden its network there and inter-
act directly with Americans without
relying on “sherpas.”

Third, another area on which Japan
should focus is American academia.
Numerous professors from Asia and
Europe teach in the United States, but
few Japanese are among them. Amer-
ica’s future leaders are taught by In-
dians, Chinese, and Europeans, but not
by Japanese. 

Thus, America’s elite is more famil-
iar with the rest of Asia than with
Japan. Japan needs to export its pro-
fessors to teach politics, history and
economics at U.S. universities.

The author heads the Institute of Con-
temporary Japanese Studies at Temple
University Japan in Tokyo.
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If there was good news out of the
annual report on international human
trafficking last week, it was only that
the problem is not getting obviously
worse. The country reports by the
US State Department, including on
America itself, still paint a bleak pic-
ture. Slavery continues to exist; there
is no other name for what occurs in
far too many places, including the
United States. Thailand, for a num-
ber of reasons, is all things to human
traffickers—source, destination and
transit country. 

Human trafficking is an unsup-
portable practice, and by definition
a human rights violation. As in war,
the least able suffer the most. Women
and children are not just moved
across borders by procurers and
criminal gangs. They are constantly
abused, consistently exploited and
continuously in danger. By now,
every country has heard shocking sto-
ries of the mistreatment of would-be
refugees, hopeful economic migrants
and people seeking a better life. The
US report, which seems credible, lists
Thailand and the majority of world
nations as a so-called “Tier 2” coun-
try, meaning it is dedicated in prin-

ciple to ending the problem, but still
lacking some determination and
means. 

In this regard, the Thai media’s
contribution to solving human traf-
ficking has been spotty. The press
and broadcasters have often picked
up on cases of abuse of Thai citizens
overseas. But it has been less inter-
ested in the terrible conditions of
some illegal migrants in Thailand,
and in following up obvious cases of
what amount to slavery of Thais
overseas. Last December, for example,
Bahrain officials and the Thai em-
bassy began a desultory investigation
of a prostitution ring. Thai women
were clearly held in bondage, against
all international laws. The govern-
ment in Manama and the Thai au-
thorities were quick to deny that a
Thai police unit on its way to find
out what was going on and who was
behind what amounted to a slavery
ring. The question surely was: Why
did Thai authorities not investigate
this case of trafficking? 

The US report said that Burmese
and other people from neighbouring
countries sneak into Thailand vol-
untarily seeking work. Then, though,

they are quickly organised by Thai
crews. Some are sent to work in un-
supervised factories at shockingly low
wages. Others are exploited in agri-
cultural, domestic, fishing, construc-
tion and other jobs. And they are
supposedly the lucky ones, sometimes
herded into barbed-wire enclosures
by employees. 

Young girls and women have been
forced into brothels, held by gangs.
In the case of the Burmese, they are
doubly harmed, because their gov-
ernment offers no aid to even the
cases of alleged slave wages and
servitude. 

The picture in Thailand is not en-
tirely bleak. Authorities are aware as
never before—not just to the prob-
lem of human trafficking but of its
long tail of negative consequences.
Sweatshop factories and labour means
Thai economic conditions improve
slower or not at all. No one is sure
how many illegal migrants are in
Thailand, even to the closest 100,000,
and that creates a potential security
nightmare. It is far from clear that
Cambodian Muslims are fuelling the
violence in the South, but the lack of
border controls means there is no

way to weed out criminals or ter-
rorists. 

Thailand itself has been exploited,
as a nation. Its open borders and wel-
come of foreigners has meant that
mean-spirited outlaws have been able
to use Thailand as a transit point for
their trafficking. Thailand has become
a magnet, for example, for passport
forgers and sellers. Some illegal mi-
grants from neighbouring countries
have stayed in Thailand, using fake
or corrupt papers to try to act as le-
gal immigrants or even as Thai citi-
zens. The security implications are
staggering. 

Just over a year ago, Thailand host-
ed a three-day international confer-
ence on the problem of human
trafficking and how to slow it. Then
minister of social development and
human security Watana Muangsook
said he was confident that neigh-
bourly agreement would eventually
prove effective against this problem.
He may be right, but one hopes the
government and security apparatus
will not just sit around waiting. 

In the year since the six-nation
meeting, precious few results have
been seen. Human trafficking de-

Inhuman trafficking

It is saddening and ironic that West-
ern countries, who claim to be the
champions of democracy, have been
all out to oust a democratically elect-
ed government just because they do
not agree with its political platforms.

This is what has happened to Pales-
tine’s Hamas, which won the parlia-
mentary election last year, although
it is partly responsible itself for the
ongoing misery.

Shortly after Palestinian President
Mahmoud Abbas dissolved the Hamas-
led cabinet, including Prime Minister
Ismail Haniyeh, and set up his own
cabinet on Sunday, Western countries
and Israel pledged to resume finan-
cial aid and return Palestinian tax
money to Israel’s coffers.

The European Union announced
Monday its plan to resume direct aid
to newly appointed Prime Minister
Salam Fayyad’s Cabinet. The Bush ad-
ministration intends to resume direct
assistance to Abbas’ secular govern-
ment this week.

Meanwhile, Ehud Olmert, Israel’s
prime minister, said he would send
back Palestine’s frozen tax revenues.
The West embargoed Hamas’ gov-
ernment because it refused to recog-
nize Israel and to stop using violence
in its struggle to bring independence
to Palestine.

Millions of Palestinians will suffer
more after the open war between the
Hamas militias and Abbas’ Fatah mili-
tias. Hamas now controls the Gaza
Strip, while Fatah controls the West
Bank. Israel and its supporters will
isolate Gaza to put pressure on Hamas.

Israel takes the greatest advantage
from the Palestinian civil war at the
minimum cost. And in the short term,
Western countries will feel relieved
because Hamas, which they have
branded a terrorist organization, has
lost government control. Those coun-
tries who preach the Vox Populi Vox
Dei (“the people’s voice is the voice
of God”) credo have also supported
Abbas’ undemocratic methods in alien-

ating his political foe.
But as the U.S.-led war on terror has

resulted in the rise of more fertile
breeding grounds for terrorists, the
efforts to eliminate Hamas politically
and economically will backfire. Glob-
al terrorism is likely to loom large be-
cause of the West’s determination to
protect its interests at all costs, at the
expense of the Palestinians.

Hamas itself has taken a confronta-
tional approach against Israel. Its per-
sistent refusal to recognize Israel’s
existence is not only unacceptable but
also unrealistic. An independent Pales-
tine can not deny the geographical
fact that Israel is a close neighbor and
no one can change the map.

The ongoing war between Hamas
and Fatah will only create more
tragedy for the people.

It is very true that Israel and its sup-
porters will use all necessary means
to weaken Hamas and Fatah. But it is
to be expected. Therefore, it is the
Palestinian leaders themselves who

should take the blame for this war,
not their common enemies. 

What can the international com-
munity, including the predominantly
Muslim nations, do to end this civil
war? To be frank this is a very com-
plicated issue, as evident in the fail-
ure of several Arab initiatives to bring
lasting peace between Hamas and Fa-
tah. It is unlikely that the two warring
groups will make peace with strong
international assistance and coopera-
tion. 

The Palestinian leaders need to re-
member that the world will question
their pledge to lead their people to an
independent Palestine if at the same
time they are not even able to over-
come disputes among themselves. 

Western countries may feel relieved
because they can easily achieve their
intention to weaken Hamas. But what
they claim as a success may backfire
on them because more terror will ap-
proach their front doors.

—Jakarta Post editorial, June 19

Weakening Hamas could backfire on Western powers

According to a survey by a major
watch maker, if a person making a
business phone call is put on hold,
the longest time that person will tol-
erate waiting is about 30 seconds.
Any longer than that produces irri-
tation. 

Yet many people making calls to
the Social Insurance Agency’s pen-
sion hot line last week failed to con-
nect at all. It makes one wonder just
how many people were left feeling
extremely angry.

Perhaps that had something to do
with the results of the latest Asahi
Shimbun opinion poll on Prime Min-
ister Shinzo Abe and his Cabinet.
Thought the prime minister has de-

clared, “We will check all pension
records for every single person, and
pay all the pensions that need to be
paid,” 67 percent of respondents said
they do not trust him to follow
through with the promise. This was
far more than the 25 percent who said
they do trust Abe.

The British novelist George Eliot
(1819-80) wrote, “Our words have
wings, but fly not where we would.”
These words must really resonate
with the prime minister. 

Although he spoke in an attempt
to put people’s minds at rest, his
words failed to convince many voters. 

For the first time, his Cabinet’s dis-
approval rate rose above the halfway

mark, hitting 51 percent of respon-
dents. This casts dark clouds over
the upcoming Upper House election.
It also indicates that Abe’s choice of
focusing on amending the Constitu-
tion, the education system and oth-
er lofty aims was a big mistake. 

Suddenly this week, the Diet was
all in an uproar over the mishandling
of the pension system. 

“It will take one year to cross-check
the data,” Abe shouted. “We will get
to the bottom of who is responsible.” 

Yet when we are forced to wait,
we get irritable. And while time
sometimes flies quickly, it also makes
us forget things. Someone once
likened this forgetfulness to the way

a traveling circus folds up its tents
and disappears overnight. 

I hear that already within the Lib-
eral Democratic Party, some are cyn-
ically joking about the pension fiasco,
saying, “Once the elections are over,
the public will be wondering, ‘What
was the fuss all about?’”

Once the elections are over, will
the curtain fall on the nation’s pen-
sion troubles as quickly as at a de-
parting circus? Not likely. Those
responsible won’t be let off the hook
quite so easily. The prime minister
has made a vow to the public. I doubt
his words will suddenly sprout wings
and fly away.

—The Asahi Shimbun, June 20

VOX POPULI, VOX DEI

Abe’s public vow will come back to haunt him
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