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The Mori Cabinet was launched yesterday but it may end up as a "caretaker Cabinet prior to  a general election."   The mood prevailing among members of both the ruling and opposition parties is that the Mori Cabinet, depending on circumstances, may decide in a month to dissolve the Lower House for an early snap general election.  Former prime minister Keizo Obuchi's sudden collapse, followed his stepping down from office, added fuel to the fire.  The view that "once the Diet dissolution mood has risen this far, it will not easily slacken off" is gaining ground.  But some uncertainties remain.





Scenario 1:  Diet dissolution after the early May holidays; The mood for an early Diet dissolution may grow even stronger, the idea being to form of a full-fledged administration that has been baptized by a general election





	The mood for a Diet dissolution that is now growing stems from both natural and artificial factors:





	The lower-house members' term will expire in about six months, but suddenly, Yoshiro Mori came on the mound as prime minister to meet the emergency.  He has no policy choice but to declare he will "take over the Obuchi Government's policy line."  The only urgent [Diet] issue he has to deal with immediately is a set of fiscal 2000 budget-related bills.  On the diplomatic front, he faces a major challenge with the Group of Eight (G-8) Summit coming in July.  For Mori, the only way to win the "confidence" of other G-8 leaders in a very short period of time is through the baptism of winning a victory in a general election.  Presumably because of this circumstance, the Mori Administration for the time being will be seen unavoidably as "a provisional cabinet that is heading for a lower-house election."





	The sentiments of individual lawmakers also tend to favor an early Diet dissolution.  Obuchi collapsed at a time when his Cabinet's approval rate was sliding and the Jiyuto's (Liberal Party) secession issue came to a climax.  But his sudden hospitalization that triggered his Cabinet's resignation gathered much public sympathy for the stricken Obuchi.





	Many in the ruling camp have not forgotten the 1980 lower-house election in which the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) won a sweeping victory.  At that time, Prime Minister Masayoshi Ohira fell ill just after the election was announced.





	To add to these circumstances, the atmosphere in the LDP is such that if the leadership had not played up "an early Diet dissolution" and "a caretaker Cabinet until a general election," the members could not have united smoothly to back Mori as successor.  Mori, who heads an LDP faction that goes way back, sits well in the party, but as "the face of the party in the election," he has limited appeal.  Playing up the possibility of an early Diet dissolution was an effective means to prevent turmoil over who would be the successor from consuming the party.





	Depending on his decision, Mori could finalize the budget-related bills through "talks" with the opposition parties and dissolve the Lower House later this month.  Even if he starts a round of "leadership diplomacy" during the early May holidays, following his Russia trip at the end of the month, he can still pave the way for Diet dissolution in early May.  In this case, the election would be held on June 4 at the latest.  It would be followed by such political events as convening a special Diet session, holding a prime ministerial election, and forming a Cabinet.  There would be sufficient time before the G-8 summit.





	The key to this scenario lies with the New Komeito, which holds that "dissolving the Lower House after the G-8 summit is desirable."  Its support base, the Soka Gakkai religious sect, takes the view in principle that the best timing [for a Diet dissolution] is after all preparations for the election are arranged."  But many in the LDP have made it clear they would firmly keep in place the LDP-New Komeito cooperative line even after the election, so the New Komeito is not necessarily "absolutely opposed" to an early Diet dissolution.





Scenario 2:  Diet dissolution after G-8 summit; Approval rating as element of uncertainty





	If Prime Minister Mori is loath to have a "throw away" Cabinet and insists on retaining his post at the risk of his political life, or if his Cabinet is placed in such a tight spot that he cannot make a decision to dissolve the Diet, nothing will happen until after the G-8 summit.





	If Mori seriously intends to stall dissolution of the Diet, he needs to produce a set of additional policies imprinted with his own features, in addition to the tasks he has inherited from the Obuchi Government.  But some observers doubt that Mori will be able to hold such a free hand under the current Cabinet of re-appointed members.





	Of vital concern for the ruling camp will be the Mori Cabinet rating in the opinion polls.  It is possible that his administration will start with a low approval ratings, in part because it is very similar on the surface and in substance to the Obuchi Cabinet.  Furthermore, with only a half year at the longest before the general election, time is limited for Mori unlike his predecessor, who started with record lows in the polls.  If the approval rates are low, there is fear of a negative chain reaction, namely, more attention would be drawn to personal allegations about him, which would cause approval rates to fall even further.  Usually, in opinion polls conducted right after a new Cabinet is launched, "congratulatory points" accrue.  But in the case of Mori, the public's impression of his Cabinet being "provisional" will act as a negative factor.





	If the approval rating does not rise as expected, how will Prime Minister Mori read the situation?  Can he gamble on opinion to turn round if his Cabinet holds on until after the G-8 summit?  He himself will have to make that judgment.
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	"I never really expected this .…," muttered Yoshiro Mori, who just became Japan's new prime minister, to himself.  Prime Minister Mori's political career can be called brilliant enough to overshine most other politicians.  He has held three ministerial portfolios, including that of construction minister in the Murayama Cabinet, and he has served in all three top executive posts in the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP).  Even so, however, he has hardly been visible to the public eye.  He was once on the roster of prospective candidates for the Liberal Democratic Party's presidency, but never ran in a race.  What kind of figure is he?





Style:  Waiting profile works well





	Prime Minister Mori is a native of Neagari Town in Ishikawa Prefecture.  Both his grandfather and father served as the town's headman.  Mori ran for a general election of the House of Representatives when he was 32, and came out on top in a close district with 10 candidates running.  At that time, Mori could not get a ticket from the LDP, but former Prime Minister Nobusuke Kishi supported Mori in his first election campaign.





	After joining the political world, Mori gained influence when he became former Prime Minister Takeo Fukuda's favorite.  In December 1998, Mori took over the Mitsuzuka faction, which had previously been the Fukuda and then the Abe factions.  Mori is the first from this faction to become prime minister in 22 years, ever since Fukuda's turn at the helm.





	Mori's landing of the top job in the country, however, is not necessarily attributable to his competency.  Instead, his "wait-and-see" profile—or a stance of being ready to pull back at any time—has now successfully bore fruit for him.  In May 1991, when former LDP Secretary General Shintaro Abe died, the Abe faction broke into a leadership struggle. There were four prospective candidates in the faction—Mutsuki Kato, Masajuro Shiokawa, Hiroshi Mitsuzuka, and Mori himself—to take over Abe's mantle as boss of the faction.  They were called the "Big Four" then.  At that time, Mori stood behind Mitsuzuka, who was junior to Mori in the number of times elected to the Diet.  This was the winning hit, and Mitsuzuka inherited the Abe faction.  Mori was thus ensured of a post-Mitsuzuka chairmanship.





	In 1998, when Obuchi was elected LDP's president and his cabinet came into office, two of the LDP's three top executives, Secretary General Koichi Kato and Policy Affairs Research Council Chairman Taku Yamasaki, backed Obuchi for presidency. Mori, however, as one of the LDP's three top executives, sided with former Health and Welfare Minister Junichiro Koizumi, who was junior to Mori in the faction.  But later, when Kato and Yamasaki began to distance themselves from Obuchi, Mori, then the party's secretary general, chose to get along with Obuchi.  In the party's presidential race last September, Mori was quick to support Obuchi's reelection.  This was a touchstone for Mori's succession to Obuchi.





	Mori used to say his nature was suited to sacrifice his personal interests for the greater good.  He perhaps meant to say he would prefer to back up someone else rather than to be on top.  Indeed, he is used to a role of being second or coordinating with others.  On the other hand, his leadership capability raises concerns.





	Mori has few confidants in the LDP or even in his faction—except for former Science and Technology Agency Director General Hidenao Nakagawa.  In point of fact, his cabinet has no choice but to depend on the Obuchi faction, which is the largest in the LDP.





Personal connection:  Widely known in the sports world





	Mori played rugby in his high school and college days, and now he has a wide circle of acquaintances in the sports world.





	Antonio Inoki, formerly a pro-wrestler-turned member of the House of Representatives, has been a Mori backer in election campaigning.  In the 1995 House of Councillors election, Mori, who was then in the post of LDP secretary general, fielded Seiko Hashimoto, a former Olympic participant, Kunishige Kamamoto, a former soccer team manager, and Hiroshi Hase, a native of Kanazawa City in Ishikawa Prefecture and a pro-wrestler.  As a result, they were all elected to the upper house.





	Additionally, Mori asked Kazuhisa Inao, a former professional baseball player and hurler for the Nishitetsu Lions (now the Seibu Lions), to run on the LDP's ticket for the upper house election.  Inao declined Mori's request, but Mori and Inao have known each other for more than 20 years.  Hideki Matsui, another professional baseball player and slugger with the Yomiuri Giants, was also born in the same town.  Mori is now the honorary chairman of a Matsui fan club.





	Despite such a fine network of popular pesonalities around him, Mori has few on his policy brain trust.





	Mori became education minister at the age of 46, and he has since been the boss of the Diet's education policy clique.  In 1998, Mori worked to legislate a sports promotion polling (soccer lottery) bill introduced by lawmakers to find out ways and means for the promotion of sports.  At that time, he gathered more than 200 lawmakers into a parliamentary league for the promotion of sports, and helped get the bill through the Diet.





	The core of Mori's personal network in the political world is the Waseda University debating club.  Mori's predecessor, Obuchi, is the same age as Mori, but two years junior to Mori in the university debating club, and Chief Cabinet Secretary Mikio Aoki one year senior to Mori.  In addition, there are many other politicians from the debating club, including former Prime Ministers Noboru Takeshita and Toshiki Kaifu, former House of Representatives Vice Speaker Kozo Watanabe, former Finance Minister Mitsuzuka, Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries Minister Tokuichiro Tamazawa, and Deputy Chief Cabinet Secretary Fukushiro Nukaga.





	One of the business leaders with connections to Mori is Jiro Ushio, formerly a representative secretary of the Japan Association of Corporate Executives (Keizai Doyukai).  Mori has been acquainted with Ushio since his first election to the Diet.
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