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Leadership vacuum

US-Japan alliance off course

July 10, 2007

By Peter Ennis

(A version of this story appeared recently in Mainichi Weekly.)
Officials in both Washington and Tokyo are voicing concerns that the US-Japan alliance is showing worrying signs of veering off course.

Each side points to political weakness in the other as the major culprit.

In addition, Japanese officials grumble that efforts to cultivate ties with China and North Korea are leading the Bush administration to overlook Japan’s legitimate security concerns in Northeast Asia.

In Washington, US officials and foreign policy analysts say that the troubles facing the ruling Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) in the upcoming Upper House elections indicate that Japan could be on the verge of another period of extended political instability.

The five and a half years that Junichiro Koizumi served as prime minister, which ended in Septermber 2006, were highly unusual. Before Koiuzmi’s lengthy tenure, Japan had 10 prime ministers in 12 years. The volatility reflected the enormous economic and foreign policy challenges Japan faced. The constant shifts in political leadership made it difficult for Japan to tackle those challenges.

The hope in Washington was that Shinzo Abe would be able to carry on Koizumi’s bold leadership style. Now, says Stephen Yates, until recently a top advisor on Asia to Vice President Dick Cheney, the concern in Washington is that “the momentum for Japan to become a normal nation” has dramatically slowed. Moreover, fears abound that weak leadership in Tokyo will be unable to effectively address major economic problems that still confront the country.

Meanwhile, officials in Tokyo worry that the United States has once again entered a period of ignoring the US-Japan alliance, taking it for granted while paying more attention to China.

The immediate concern among Japanese officials is that no one in the upper echelons of the Bush Administration is responsible for coordinating policy toward Tokyo. In the first term of President George W. Bush, a powerful foreign policy group led by Deputy Assistant Secretary of State Richard Armitage forged a clear, Japan-centered policy for the US in Northeast Asia. But all key members of the Armitage “team” have left the Bush administration.

In the White House, deputy national security advisor JD Crouch has returned to private life. “After Armitage, Crouch was our key contact,” says a top Foreign Ministry official based in Washington. “Now, there is no one there for us to talk to.”

At the State Department, the top Asia specialist is Christopher Hill, whose time is absorbed almost entirely by negotiating with North Korea over that country’s nuclear weapons program. Japanese officials argue that Hill is so intent on reaching a deal with Pyongyang that he fails to adequately consult and coordinate North Korea policy with Tokyo.

Meanwhile, Japanese officials were upset with the recent trip to China of Admiral Timothy Keating, commander of all US military forces in East Asia. Keating indicated that the US might be willing to help China build an aircraft carrier sometime in the future. Tokyo believes Washington should be actively discouraging China from developing aircraft carriers.

And Japanese officials were also upset that the US has expressed reluctance to provide Japan with access to its most advanced jet fighter, the F-22. Some in the Bush administration argue that F-22 technology transfers to Japan would anger China and South Korea. The American comments stunned Japanese officials, who argue that Washington should be focused on strengthening the US-Japan alliance.

Many Japanese officials appear worried that an aloof attitude from the United States might ultimately compel Tokyo to fend for itself as China and Korea rise in military power. They are warning American officials about this, but complain that no one in the Bush administration seems to be listening.

