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Japan: Shinzō Abe wins a new mandate
Shinzō Abe won the snap elections he called for the lower house on 22 October 2017. Despite her
popularity, Tokyo's governor Yuriko Koike failed to convince the electorate to oust a prime minister
in charge since December 2012. The newly created Constitutional Democratic Party of Japan became
the main opposition force in the House of Representatives. In coalition with Kōmeitō, Abe's Liberal
Democratic Party holds a two-thirds majority enabling it to pass constitutional amendments.

The outcome of the 22 October 2017 elections
On 22 October 2017, elections for the lower chamber (House of Representatives) of Japan's Parliament took
place. Turnout was 53.69 %, reversing a long-term declining trend (2014 had seen a record low of 52.66 %)
despite a powerful typhoon that might have encouraged voters to stay at home. The Liberal Democratic Party
(LDP) was confirmed as the country's largest party, with 281 seats. Its partner Kōmeitō obtained 29 seats. With
a combined 310 seats, they retain two thirds of the lower chamber, the majority needed to revise the
Constitution, one of Abe's goals. The Constitutional Democratic Party of Japan (CDPJ) became the main
opposition party, obtaining 54 seats. The CDPJ is Japan’s smallest main opposition party since 1955. Tokyo's
governor Yuriko Koike's Kibō no Tō (Party of Hope) obtained 50 seats.
Shinzō Abe won his fourth mandate. Grandson of Nobusuke Kishi, prime minister in the 1950s, his first mandate
was from September 2006 to September 2007, when he became, at 52, Japan’s youngest post-War prime minister
and the first to have been born after the war. He regained the premiership for a second mandate in December 2012,
after a landslide victory of his LDP, launched Abenomics to reinvigorate Japan's economy, and made major security
reforms. Since then he has been in power uninterrupted, including through a successful snap election held in
December 2014 giving him a third mandate. Should he continue until the 2020 Tokyo Olympics, Abe would become
the longest serving Japanese leader of the modern era.

The reasons for the snap elections and a short but lively electoral campaign
News of possible snap elections came out in September 2017, a few weeks after the country had experienced
the shock of two North Korean missiles flying over the northern island of Hokkaido, as well as Pyongyang's
sixth nuclear test. Abe claimed he wanted to obtain support for his social security spending plans and the
handling of the North Korean crisis. He promised to redirect half of the revenue from the planned (and already
postponed) rise in sales tax, from 8 % to 10 %, in April 2019 to
social security, childcare and higher education, while the other
half would be earmarked to reduce Japan's public debit. On
25 September, Abe called for a snap election to be held on
22 October, whereas normally the term would have ended in
December 2018. The electoral campaign started on 10 October,
lasting just two weeks and giving little time to parties to prepare.
Analysts argued that Abe's decision was actually based on political
calculation, based on the opposition's weakness and on the wish
to capitalise on the economy's positive trend, with six consecutive
quarters of growth, and on a recovering cabinet approval rating,
not least due to his stance during the North Korean crisis. By
calling early elections, Abe avoided a parliamentary debate on
two scandals related to alleged government preferential treatment to two education institutions, which had
led to a sharp fall in approval ratings in summer 2017. The unprecedented announcement of Emperor Akihito’s
forthcoming abdication in favour of his elder son, Crown Prince Naruhito, may also have played a role in Abe's
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decision; shortly before the elections, late March 2019 was rumoured as the likely date of the abdication.
Another reason for calling the elections early may have been to prevent popular Tokyo Governor, Yuriko Koike,
having more time to organise a strong national party to challenge the LDP.
The news of likely elections created upheaval in the opposition. Koike created a national party, Kibō no Tō
(Party of Hope). The main opposition, the Democratic Party, disbanded and its leader proposed to join Kibō
no Tō. However Koike imposed 'ideological tests' on candidates wishing to join it, in order to exclude many of
the Democratic Party’s left-wingers and liberals. Some of them ran as independent candidates, winning their
seats; others joined the CDPJ, newly created by Yukio Edano. Koike was asked to run for election, but having
realised that she could not win the elections she declined, preferring to remain governor of the city which will
host the next Olympic Games, leaving Kibō no Tō without a candidate for prime minister.

Main parties in the Japanese Diet
Liberal Democratic Party (LDP). Leader: Shinzō Abe. Except between September 2009 and December 2012,
the LDP has governed Japan non-stop since World War II. A right-wing party, it supports Abe's aim of revising
the pacifist Article 9 of the Constitution, in order to legitimise the status of Japan's Self-Defence Forces (JSDF).
It also backs Abenomics and wants Japan's nuclear power plants re-started. Since 1999, pacifist Kōmeitō, a
party closely associated with the Sōka Gakkai, a Buddhist lay movement, is its coalition partner.
Constitutional Democratic Party of Japan (CDPJ). Leader: Yukio Edano. More centre-left, it opposes the
constitutional revision and prioritises reducing social inequalities. It wants to exit nuclear power and put off
the sales tax hike. Edano wishes to shape a more competent opposition to the government.
Kibō no Tō. Leader: Yuriko Koike. A conservative nationalist and a former minister, she left the LDP and, in
alliance with Kōmeitō, was elected Tokyo's first female governor in July 2016. She then created her own Tokyo-
based party, Tomin First no Kai (Tokyo Citizens First Party). Kibō no Tō has subtle differences with the LDP on
the economy, however its supporters call it economic ideas 'Yurinomics' (from its leader's name, Yuriko). The
party advocates a postponement of the sales tax increase and wants to eliminate nuclear energy by 2030. In
the 2017 campaign, Kibō no Tō and the much smaller Nippon Ishin no Kai – originally created as an Osaka
regional party – concluded an electoral pact not to challenge each other in Tokyo and Osaka.
The Democratic Party holds 46 seats in the Upper House where it is still the main opposition force. Other
parties in the Diet include the Japanese Communist Party (JCP) and the Social Democrat Party (SDP).
Women in the Japanese politics
Despite Abe's claims of making women's empowerment a pillar of his economic policy, they remain under-
represented in politics. Only 47 women (10.1 %) were elected to the House of Representatives. Moreover, a mere
8 % of candidates for Abe's LDP – the country's main party – in these elections were women. At present, 50 women
(20.66 %) are members of the House of Councillors. Only two members of Abe's cabinet are women.

Background: Japan's parliamentary system
Japan is a constitutional monarchy. The Emperor is the symbol of the state, though not formally the head of
state, and has no political power.
Japan has a bicameral system, comprising the House of Representatives (lower house) and the House of
Councillors (upper house). The 465 members of the House of Representatives are elected for a four-year term,
unless the government calls early elections, as often happens. According to the electoral law adopted in
May 2016, 289 members are elected by simple majority in single-member constituencies, and 176 from party
lists under a proportional system. The voting age was lowered from 20 to 18 in 2016. The lower house elects
the prime minister. The House of Councillors is composed of 242 members, half elected every three years for
a six-year term. 146 members are elected under a first-past-the-post system in 47 metropolitan or prefectural
constituencies, and the remaining 96 by proportional representation in one national constituency. The upper
house, last elected in July 2016, is never dissolved. Legislation must be approved by both houses. Nevertheless,
if the House of Councillors rejects a House of Representatives draft bill, the latter may over-rule it with a two-
thirds majority. The lower house also prevails on questions of the budget and the approval of international
treaties.
At least half the cabinet ministers and the prime minister must be members of the Diet. The cabinet is
collectively responsible to the Diet. The House of Representatives can vote on a motion of no confidence in
members of the cabinet.
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