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The approval rating of Prime Minister Yoshiro Mori's cabinet recorded a congratulatory high of 40% in an April poll taken right after its coming into office.  In a follow-up poll, however, the Mori cabinet's support rate decreased to half.  It thereafter stood at 20% in May, 20% in June, 19% in July, and 20% in September.  Low as it was, the Mori cabinet's approval ratings remained "stable" around 20%.  On the other hand, however, the Mori cabinet's disapproval rating also remains high.  Its support rate was higher than its nonsupport rate in only one survey.  The 15% rating for the Mori cabinet in the latest poll is a drop from the around-20% line.  The figure, when viewed from the past precedents, indicates the Mori cabinet's impending downfall.

In view of figures that appeared in the past polls, it would be difficult for a cabinet to stay on in office when its support rate fails to reach 20%.  Among the Mori cabinet's predecessors, Prime Minister Noboru Takeshita's cabinet marked the lowest rate of support at 9% in March 1989.  The Takeshita cabinet was shaken over the Recruit scandal and the consumption tax issue, but it was founded on rock-solid power.  In all other media polls as well, the Takeshita cabinet's approval ratings went on dropping.  Eventually, Prime Minister Takeshita, faced with pressure from the general public's voice, clarified his intention in April that year to step down.  At this point, some officials in the ruling Liberal Democratic Party are taking an optimistic view of the 15% rating for Prime Minister Mori.  "Wasn't there also the case of Mr. Takeshita?" one member of the LDP's Hashimoto faction said, giving heed to the Takeshita cabinet's one-time plummet to a single-digit figure in its approval ratings.


Among Prime Minister Takeshita's predecessors, Prime Minister Zenko Suzuki recorded an all-time low of 16% in September 1982.  The Suzuki cabinet was criticized for foregoing pending issues.  However, it was believed that Prime Minister Suzuki, whose political catch phrase was "government of harmony," would likely stay on, judging from his foundation in his party.  In October, however, Prime Minister Suzuki expressed his intention all too soon not to run for his party's presidential race and stepped down.


Another example was Prime Minister Kakuei Tanaka, whose support rate went down to 18% in September 1974 because of allegations of money politics.  He was driven to step down that November.


Prime Minister Eisaku Sato, who was in office for lengthy period, sustained a record low of 19% in April 1972.  In June, he expressed his intention to step down.  In a news conference at that time, however, Sato said he would not say anything to the press and told them to leave the conference room.


In the case of Prime Minister Kiichi Miyazawa, the 12% rating recorded for his cabinet in December 1992 was the second worst ever.  The figure appeared amid the public distrust of government over the Sagawa Kyubin case.  Later on, the Miyazawa cabinet's support rate at one time rebounded to 18% in April of the following year.  That summer, however, the LDP's single party rule collapsed.


Prime Minister Keizo Obuchi's cabinet was an exceptional case.  In September 1998, soon after coming into office, the rate of public support for his cabinet was as low as 16%.  The Obuchi cabinet thereafter rose in popularity, with its support rate rebounding to 48% in October 1999.  In this March's poll taken before Prime Minister Obuchi's death, his cabinet's support rate was 28%.

Approval ratings for recent premiers and their cabinets

· Noboru Takeshita (November 1987 through June 1989):  High = 33%  Low = 9%

· Sosuke Uno (~ August 1989):  High = 22%  Low = ---

· Toshiki Kaifu (~ November 1991):  High = 45%  Low = 30%

· Kiichi Miyazawa (~ August 1993):  High = 31%  Low = 12%

· Morihiro Hosokawa (~ April 1994):  High = 75%  Low = 58%

· Tsutomu Hata (June 1994):  High = 43%  Low = ---

· Tomiichi Murayama (~ January 1996):  High = 40%  Low = 22%

· Ryutaro Hashimoto (~ July 1998):  High = 59%  Low = 24%

· Keizo Obuchi (~ April 2000):  High = 48%  Low = 16%

· Yoshiro Mori (April 2000 ~):  High = 40%  Low = 15%
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Many rebelled and voted against amended Juvenile Law;  Anti-Hatoyama group set up


The Minshuto (Democratic Party of Japan), the largest opposition party, decided on October 31 to approve the bill to amend the Juvenile Law proposed by the ruling parties.  It then bound its members to abide by the party decision.  But more than a dozen members objected to the bill and absented themselves from the Upper House plenary session.


The Minshuto earlier submitted a revision of the bill to amend the Juvenile Law that the ruling camp had proposed to the Lower House.  In discussions on how to respond if its proposed changes were voted down, the dominant view in the party's judicial affairs division was that "since the Minshuto called for amending the framework of the ruling camp's proposed bill, we cannot now approve it."


Later, however, the party leadership decided to fall in with the amendment proposed by the ruling camp, reasoning, "It is not wise for the party to turn its back on the public's call for harsher penalties on juvenile offenders" (senior member).  Judicial affairs division members, however, strongly reacted to the decision by the party executive.  Although senior members tried to prevail on them to approve the bill, time ran out.


As a result, more than ten members, centering on a group of former Japan Socialist Party members, revolted against the party during voting at the plenary session.


Party head Hatoyama, at a press conference after the plenary session, revealed he would not punish the rebels.  He told reporters, "Their absenting themselves from the plenary session was in a way unavoidable."  But views questioning the quality of party leadership are now being raised within the Minshuto and outside the party.


The "association to consider the Minshuto in the 21st Century" (tentative name), a group opposing Hatoyama's constitutional revision statement, will be inaugurated on November 1.  This will be the first time for a group openly opposing Hatoyama to be formed.  The group will consist of some 20 ex-socialist party members, including Yoshio Hachiro and Mamoru Kobayashi.


Hatoyama has revealed his view that the use of the right of collective self-defense should be stipulated in the Constitution.  The group, however, blasted him, saying: "The party head made a remark that is different from the party's policy line.  If we tolerate such a remark, what will happen next to our party."


The group intends to ask Hatoyama to withdraw his remark.  But Hatoyama has no intention of doing so.


It is certain that internal discord will become more serious.

LDP's mainstream group places top priority on maintaining power; Anti-mainstream group will not fight to topple the Cabinet

The public support for the Mori Cabinet plunged in various public opinion polls because of such reasons as the resignation of Chief Cabinet Secretary Nakagawa.  As it stands, the Mori Government is now in a critical situation.  There is no groundswell in the ruling camp to remove Mori from office, however.  The people's will of saying "no to the Mori Cabinet" will unlikely be realized.  This is because the Mori backers -- the Hashimoto, Mori, Eto-Kamei factions -- have judged that it is convenient that Mori continues as premier in order for them to hold on to power. Another reason is that such strong candidates as former LDP secretary general Koichi Kato have yet to make their move to topple the Cabinet.

[Yoichi Toyoda]


LDP Upper House Caucus Secretary General Mikio Aoki (Hashimoto faction) expressed concern about plummeting public support for the Cabinet, stating in a press conference, "I am taking it seriously.  I did not expect that cabinet support rates would rise due to the various problems, including the chief cabinet secretary and the North Korea problem (Prime Minister's remark on the abduction issue)."  The LDP agreed in an executive meeting on October 30 that all party members would act in unison to overcome the difficult situation.


Falling cabinet support rates deal a blow to the administration, as seen in Taku Yamasaki's comment:  "If the support rate drops to the single digit level, the Cabinet will not survive."


For this reason, such young Turks as Nobuteru Ishihara, Yoshimi Watanabe, and Yasuhisa Shiozaki, members of the Association of Create a New LDP, a group critical of party leadership, have called for an early resignation of Prime Minister Mori.  They also have demand the carrying out of a presidential election in December earlier than scheduled.


But the above moves are not spreading across the whole party.  The mainstream group has not changed its position that "there is no change in our consensus that we will fight next year's upper-house election under the Mori Government" (Aoki).


Another reason is that there is no candidate who can immediately replace Mori.  The conventional view is that Kato and Foreign Minister Kono are likely candidates.  But the LDP's mainstream group, which places importance on an alliance with the New Komeito, cannot back Kato, who has been critical about the coalition government of the LDP, New Komeito, and Jiyuto.


If the mainstream group supports Kono, the Kato and Yamasaki factions may link up with such opposition parties as the Minshuto in a bid to remove the mainstream group from power.


In order for the mainstream group to hold on to power, there is no choice but to keep Prime Minister Mori in office.


In the meantime, Kato is closely watching developments.  He has taken a negative stance toward the idea of implementing the presidential race earlier than planned.  But he has yet to make any moves to topple the Cabinet.


Looking at these developments, the LDP seems to have forgotten how severely the people are looking at the Mori Administration.


It is also a fact that there is a strong view that "we cannot face the next upper-house election under the leadership of Prime Minister Mori" (senior LDP member).  The public support rates for the Mori Cabinet in the end will likely decide Mori's fate.
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[Beijing, October 31, Tomonaga Ito, Akiko Horiuchi]

Talks on working level


In talks with Japan, North Korea insisted that Japan pay compensation for the settlement of past accounts.  In response, the Japanese team led by Ambassador Kojiro Takano seems to have cited, as one example, an economic cooperation package offered to the Republic of Korea in normalizing ties with that country.  The North raised strong objections, and the talks turned ugly.


An antagonistic mood lingered on on Tuesday.  "We are exhausted," a Japanese negotiator complained.


Unlike the two previous rounds held in Japan, there were no parties or working dinners in the 11th round of talks that took place in Beijing from Monday through Tuesday.  On both days, a two-hour lunch break was spent on making preparations for the talks.  Japanese negotiators invited North Korean counterparts to dinner on Monday evening, but the invitation was rejected instantly.

Silence


On Monday morning, Japanese Ambassador Takano and his North Korean counterpart, Jong Thae Hwa, came out of the conference room side by side after winding up their morning session at the Japanese Embassy.  The North Korean Ambassador, however, kept on walking, ignoring a barrage of questions from press corps.  When he reached the door, Ambassador Jong put his palm on his mouth to indicate that he had nothing to share with the press.


"If you arbitrarily reveal anything to the press, we will instantly discontinue this negotiation."  The North Korean side warned severely about the Japanese side providing information to the press before the session was over, according to an informed source.  Such a stern reaction of North Korea is ascribable to Japanese media reports in the previous round that the North had shown understanding toward Japan's economic aid package.  Pyongyang Broadcasting reported in a strong tone on September 5:  "In a press conference after the talks, Japan provided a string of lies to domestic reporters."


As result, except for unsubstantial descriptions, such as "a serious mood" and "heated discussions," what was actually discussed did not reach the press.


As of Tuesday evening, the official North Korean media has yet to report the opening of the talks in Beijing.  Pyongyang is extremely cautious this time.

A passing point


"It is quite unlikely that talks of four or five hours in a day or two can settle a problem that has been around for years," a Japanese member said matter-of-factly to the press after the session yesterday morning.


The talks occurred amid rapprochement between the United States and North Korea.  Following Secretary of State Albright's visit to North Korea, President Clinton may travel to Pyongyang in November.  Talks on the North's missile program resume on the 1st.


The United States is the most important country for North Korea's foreign policy.  In addition, scores of European countries have recently established diplomatic ties with North Korea.  In contrast, Japan is still saddled with the "settlement of past accounts" with the North.  This should be regarded as the beginning of a new process, according to Ambassador Takano.
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International politics have been greatly affected by the historic visit of U.S. Secretary of State Albright to North Korea.  In the meantime, Japan and North Korea have resumed normalization talks.  After having visited North Korea as a member of the press corps accompanying the Secretary, I keenly felt that it would take much time to build mutual understanding.  In my opinion, Japan should not become impatient as relations between the U.S. and North Korea and between the Republic of Korea (ROK) and North Korea improve.  It also should not fear the North's missile development program.  Japan should take enough time for it to become good friends with that country.


Despite it being 6:30 in the morning, the large dining room in a Pyongyang hotel was still dark.  I thought perhaps it was too early to eat.  However, lights suddenly came on at the entrance.  Several employees with smiles gathered around me and music began to filter through.  I realized that the staff had been waiting for the first customer to arrive at the entrance of the dining room.


This trifling experience was symbolic to me.  The North Korean people are in the dark, having been isolated internationally; and they are also literally in the darkness because of an electricity shortage.  North Korea is a country that has threatened Japan by launching a Taepodong missile.  But its people smile warmly at foreigners.  But I soon realized that my perception was too lax.


A female interpreter, who reportedly had learned Japanese at a Pyongyang university, accompanied the Japanese correspondents.  I asked her why she had specialized in Japanese.  She replied, "I was told by my parents that I should learn the language in order to know the problems that lie between the two countries."  I asked her how she liked Japan.  She told me:  "The Japanese people are kind, but I don't like the Japanese government.  Before the two countries become friendly, Japan must resolve past accounts."


The woman interpreter seldom smiled.  During the sightseeing of Pyongyang, we, the press corps from Japan and officials from the ROK and U.S. State Department, had our photograph taken to commemorate this occasion.  The photo implied the harmony of Japan, U.S., South Korea, and North Korea.  In the picture, the female interpreter alone did not crack a smile.  She did not seem unpleasant, however.  Her eyes were probably fixed on the "past."


During the sightseeing, a small incident occurred.  A North Korean official responsible for the sightseeing kept an U.S. reporter from having his photo taken in front of the statue of the late North Korean president Kim Il Song imitating the statue.  The North Korean official then brought the sightseeing to an end, cutting down the scheduled sightseeing.  The U.S. State Department then reprimanded the press corps severely so as not to upset the North Korean side.


This incident has brought out various questions.  It is only natural that it will take time for the U.S. and North Korea to build mutual understanding.


Therefore, there is no need for Japan to worry about failing to get on the same bus with the U.S. and South Korea.  South Korea has brought the inter-Korea summit to fruition.  Following the State Secretary's North Korea visit, the U.S. Government is considering a visit to North Korea by President Clinton.  Japan, however, should think of eventually becoming good friends with the North rather than rushing now into a friendship.  To that end, Japan should not get would up about North Korea's "threat."  North Korea's launch of Taepodong missiles in August 1998 put Japan into a panic.  Because of this, the U.S. started a review of its North Korea policy.  As a result., former defense secretary Perry visited North Korea in May last year.  In the form of a return salute, North Korean Vice Marshal Jo Myong Rok visited the U.S. in October this year.  Secretary Albright then flew to North Korea.  In a sense, the threat of Taepodong missiles invited high-ranking U.S. officials to visit the North.  If a series of such diplomatic links up to easing of tensions, it can be said all's well that ends well.


However, it is an exceptional for the U.S. to take a reconciliatory stance toward a country that threatens other countries.  A new U.S. government will not necessarily maintain the present North Korea policy and the framework of the cooperative relations among the U.S., Japan and South Korea.  We cannot make light of the fact that major U.S. newspapers had carried editorials critical about Secretary Albright's visit to North Korea.  I personally want President Clinton to visit North Korea.  But thinking of how future generations will evaluate it, it is understandable that this is a hard decision for President Clinton.


Regarding cooperation among the U.S., Japan, and the ROK, each country has its own North Korea policy.  I am worried about whether the Japanese Government has gone overboard with the North's potential threat.  Even if Japan succeeded in preventing the North from launching Taepodong missiles, North Korea still has Nodong missiles.  There are countries other than North Korea whose missiles are aimed at Japan.  It is presumable the failure of the National Missile Defense (NMD) initiative that has made it difficult to  eliminate the missile threat.


Missiles are not the only threat.  It is impossible for the world to be freed from all threats, even though national security consideration is paramount.  I don't think North Korea respects a country that is ready to run away from the missile threat.  Unless we are able to admire each other, we will never become true friends.
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