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POLICY DEPARTMENT 

QUICK POLICY INSIGHT 

After a landslide victory, 

Japan's LDP returns to power 


The Liberal Democratic Party 

(LDP) is returning to power 

after three years. 

The results signal a sharp 

rejection of the Democratic 

Party of Japan (DPJ), which 

has governed only since 

2009. 

Authors: Sandro D'ANGELO and Yan LUO 

The political dysfunction that has characterised Japan's parliamentary 

system during the past decade may have come to an end with the 

country's lower house elections on 16 December. The conservative 

Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) was returned to power in a landslide 

victory, winning more than 61 % of the seats. The LDP, which has 

dominated Japanese politics for much of the past 57 years, will replace 

the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ), in power since 2009. After a period 

of political instability — with six prime ministers in six years — the 

restoration of the LDP may signal a new, necessary era of constancy. 

Elections were called early by centreleft DPJ, three years into the party's 

tenure. The DPJ's August 2009 victory had marked the first change in 

Japanese governance in many decades, granted by a disillusioned 

electorate that hoped the opposition would revive the economy, reduce 

public debt, control soaring social welfare costs and tame the nation's 

powerful bureaucrats. But the DPJ's moment in the sun proved anything 

but luminous. In addition to the country's structural problems, the party 

faced an enormous triple disaster in 2011 — earthquake, tsunami and 

nuclear disaster — that added new issues, such as the country's reliance 

on nuclear power, to those already simmering. 

Those problems will once again become the responsibility of the LDP. 

Allied with its smaller partner, New Komeito Party (NKP), the coalition 

will control more than the twothirds of the lower house. 

DG EXPO/B/PolDep/Note/2012_374 18 December 2012 

PE 491.467 



      

 

 

 

 

     

    

  

 

           

         

           

        

          

           

           

          

   

          

          

          

       

           

     

              

           

        

         

   

          

        

        

          

   

          

             

        

         

          

           

  

Policy Department, DirectorateGeneral for External Policies 

A special parliamentary session to vote on the new prime minister — 
These were the first general 

Japan's seventh since 2006 — may be held on 26 December. The 
elections held since Japan's 

presumed winner will be Shinzo Abe, head of Liberal Democratic Party, 
2011 'triple disaster'. 

who also held the post five years ago. 

Although the final political landscape may still change after upper house 

elections are held in 2013, the recent vote is likely to be determinative. 

The lower house is more powerful than the upper house, and the recent 

elections were the first to have been held since the 2011 disaster. 

Election results 

Under the direction of Shinzo Abe, the LDP won 294 seats in the 480

seat lower house, more than doubling the 118 seats it held previously. 

Even with its absolute majority, the LDP has announced that it will form 

a coalition government with its longterm partner, the NKP. With the 

NKP's 31 seats, the coalition will control more than two thirds of the 

seats — 325 in total. 

By contrast, the defeated DPJ has only 57 seats — a dramatic drop from 

the 230 seats it won in 2009. The rightwing Japan Restoration Party 
(JRP) won 54 seats, making it the thirdlargest force in the house. Given 

the relative newness of the JRP, which was only established last 

September, this is an impressive accomplishment. 

Other parties fared poorly in the election, despite their adoption of an 

antinuclear stance that resonated deeply among Japan's voters. The 

Japan Future Party, for example, won only 9  seats; the antinuclear 

Social Democrats and Communists together won only 10; Your Party 
won 18. 

While the new Prime Minister will enjoy a strong mandate, the 

challenges ahead are formidable. The first task — no small one — will be 

shoring up national economy. The LDP campaigned on the issue, and 

the electorate concurred: according to a poll by Japan's staterun 

broadcaster, half of voters questioned ranked economy and jobs as the 

most important issue in the election, while only 10 % listed energy 

policy. 
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After a landslide victory, Japan's LDP returns to power 

Figure 1: 
Japan's lower house ('House 

of Representatives') 

following elections on 16 

December 2012 

Weaknesses of the Japanese political system 

After 54 years of almost 

unbroken rule, Japan's LDP 

government was ousted in 

2009. 

Successive DPJ 

governments were unable 

to keep their campaign 

promises. 

Frequently shifting 

governments have not 

overcome Japan's 

prolonged political and 

economic problems. 

The victory of Japan's centreleft DPJ over the longruling LDP in August 

2009 marked the first change in Japanese governance in more than five 

decades. The country's disillusioned electorate provided the DPJ with a 

mandate to pursue campaign promises of reviving the economy, 

challenging the huge public debt, controlling soaring social welfare 

costs and of taming the nation's powerful bureaucrats. 

Yet widespread hopes for a new era in Japanese politics were rapidly 

dispelled. The administrations of Prime Minister Yukio Hatoyama and his 

successor Naoto Kan were marked by policy setbacks and an increasingly 

dysfunctional Diet. After Yoshihiko Noda became Prime Minister in 

August 2011, public support for the DPJ — already low —plunged in 

response to Noda's controversial policy decisions, including plans to 

double the rate of national sales ('consumption') tax and efforts to restart 

the country's nuclear power plants. 

The weaknesses of the Japanese political system have required its 

governments to change course rapidly as they attempt to break the 

political deadlock. Yet political leaders have been replaced so rapidly 

over the past decade that many Japanese would have difficulties in 

recalling all their names. Prime Ministers Shinzo Abe, Yasuo Fukuda, Taro 

Aso and Yukio Hatoyama were each out within a year. Naoto Kan did 

little better, holding on for fifteen months. The incumbent Prime 

Minister Noda has been in power for slightly more than one year. 
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Table 1: 
List of Japanese Prime 

Prime Minister Party 
Months 
in power 

From To 

Ministers since September 

2006 
Shinzō Abe 

Yasuo Fukuda 

LDP 

LDP 

12 

12 

26 Sep. 2006 

26 Sep. 2007 

26 Sep. 2007 

24 Sep. 2008 

Taro Aso LDP 12 24 Sep. 2008 16 Sep. 2009

Yukio Hatoyama DJP 9 16 Sep. 2009 8 June 2010 

Naoto Kan DJP 15 8 June 2010 2 Sep. 2011 

Yoshihiko Noda DJP 15 2 Sep. 2011 (presumably 
26 Dec. 2012) 

Japan's political parties 

Although 12 parties 

campaigned, the real 

competition was between 

the LDP, the DPJ and the 

JRP, with a few additional 

parties playing a minor role. 

Small parties could play a 

role in the coalition 

government. 

In the most recent elections, as many as twelve political parties vied for 

seats in the lower house. Yet the real competition was between the LDP, 

the DPJ and the JRP, with a few additional parties coming to the fore. 

The unpopular policies instituted by the DPJ since the 2011 Fukushima 

disaster led to a redistribution of those votes previously collected by the 

party. After three years in power, the leftleaning DPJ today faces huge 

obstacles, compounded by a lack of party unity and dwindling public 

support. 

The LDP's absence from the government during the past three years has 

been an anomaly. Except for a few short interruptions, the party has held 

the reigns of Japan's power since it was founded in 1955. Most LDP 

members are conservative or centrist. The party's leader, Shinzo Abe, will 

presumably become Japan's next prime minister. 

The NKP, whose leader is Natsuo Yamaguchi, was established in 1998. 

The party, backed by the lay Buddhist organisation Soka Gakkai, was a 

junior partner in LDPled governments until 2009. The NKP focuses on 

economic policies for less welloff members of society and is more 

moderate on security issues than the LDP. Although the LDP does not 

'need' the NKP to rule the lower house, the alliance between the two 

parties is expected to be maintained because it increases the chance 

that the coalition will gain a majority in the upper chamber. 

The JRP was born from a merger between Japanese Restoration Party, 

launched by the popular Mayor of Osaka, Toru Hashimoto, and the 

Sunrise Party, led by the former Tokyo Governor, nationalist Shintaro 

Ishihara. Yet the two parties hold different opinions on core political 

issues. The first is antinuclear energy, while the latter is pronuclear; the 

two even have divergent views on joining the TransPacific Partnership, 

with Hashimoto much more in favour of a wider trade alliance (unlike 

Ishihara). Despite these contradictions, the JRP plays an important role in 

Japanese politics by maintaining political attention on Japan's regions, 

balancing the Tokyooriented approach of other parties. Hashimoto and 

Ishihara will play an influential 'third' role in the coming term. 
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After a landslide victory, Japan's LDP returns to power 

Besides the JRP, many other small parties were formed by heads of local 

governments shortly before the election campaign. These small parties 

rapidly merged in order to gain a competitive edge. With positions that 

differ substantially from those of the LDP and DPJ, these parties are 

called the 'third forces'. Many advocate a nuclearfree policy, although 

few offered concrete policy proposals. Among these parties, two in 

particular emerged from the crowd: the Japan Future Party and the 

Your Party. 

The principal campaign issues 

The complex set of problems that followed the Fukushima disaster has 

The stagnant economy, been hotly debated over the past few months, with discussions 

nuclear power and regional revolving around nuclear power, regional relations and the country's 

relations were the most stagnant economy. 

pressing campaign issues. 
The chief issue was the economy, and how to shore up a country mired 

in deflation. Japan's economic woes include low growth and rising 

government debt ratios. The country's supplies were damaged by the 

March 2011 earthquake and tsunami as well as flooding in Thailand1 in 

October 2011. According to the IMF's latest report, growth is expected to 

reach almost 2.25 % in 2012, largely thanks to reconstruction activity and 

a slight rebound in manufacturing activity in the first half of the year. 

However, the effects of these factors will fade, and growth is projected to 

drop to 1.25 % in 2013. 

Japan's sovereign debt represents more than 230% of GDP — the How to boost the economic 
highest in the developed world. Addressing debt sustainability through growth while controlling the 
credible fiscal consolidation must be a priority for the country. In this public debt and maintaining 
regard, Prime Minister Noda's tax policy, which included doubling the public support will be a 
consumption tax2, represented an important step towards fiscal challenge for any 
sustainability. Yet the policy has also proved extremely unpopular. government. 

Wary of facing a similar public backlash, parties expressed themselves 

cautious on the issue of public debt during the campaign. The LDP's 

Abe, for example, stated diplomatically that he would decide whether to 

increase sales tax next year based on economic conditions in the second 

quarter. The JRP, for its part, called for cuts in the sales tax and income 

tax to boost Japanese companies' international competitiveness and 

drive private consumption. The Japan Future Party promised to slash 

government spending before considering any tax increases. 

1 The massive floods in Thailand during the 2011 monsoon season interrupted food

supplies to Japan, which imports significant quantities of chicken, shrimp and packaging

materials from Southeast Asian countries.

2 This would bring the tax rate to 10 % by 2015.
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Giving up nuclear energy will 

be costly for Japanese 

national economy, although 

this is the preference of most 

Japanese citizens. 

Territorial disputes must be 

treated gently so as not to 

disrupt Japan's international 

trade. 

A second major issue running through the campaign was Japan's use of 

nuclear energy, and whether it should phased out. 

After shutting down all the country's nuclear plants in 2011, the Noda 

administration restarted two reactors in 2012. A nuclearaverse general 

public strongly opposed this decision. Yet Japan's national economy is 

highly dependent on its nuclear reactors, which provided about one 

third of the country's electricity needs before the 2011 Fukushima 

disaster. Abandoning nuclear energy would be extremely costly for the 

country. 

Under plans presented by Noda's government, nuclear power will be 

phased out by the 2030s. What would occur in the meantime, however, 

has been a significant point of discussion. The JRP has given somewhat 

contradictory signals on the question, reflecting internal divisions within 

the party. The traditionally pronuclear LDP, on the other hand, 

announced it wanted Japan to become less reliant on atomic energy, 

while also stating that it would review policy regularly over the next 10 

years to determine the right balance of cost and safety. Most other 

parties — including the Japan Future Party — have advocated 

abandoning nuclear power, but without providing concrete plans for 

alternative forms of energy. 

The third debate to have dogged politicians during the recent campaign 

has been Japan's regional relations. The dispute over islands with China 

and South Korea, as well as the TransPacific Partnership free trade talks, 

have constituted meaty issues — all the more delicate because China 

and South Korea are Japan's two largest regional trade partners. 

Diplomatic disputes — boycotts in China and South Korea against 

Japanese products — have taken their toll on Japanese trade relations 

while the DPJ has been in power, leading the party to adopt a pragmatic 

and politically mild stance3. On the other hand, the LDP and the JRP, led 

by nationalist Shinzo Abe and Shintaro Ishihara respectively, have 'talked 

tough' about China, South Korea and Russia. Both parties have criticised 

the 'cowardliness' of the DPJ in failing to protect Japan's core national 

interests. 

Finally, the DPJ and LDP have adopted different positions on the 

negotiations for the TransPacific Partnership (TPP) free trade 

agreement. The DPJ has been eager to join the TPP discussions — far 

more than has the LDP. (Japan is currently only an observer in 

negotiations). The JRP has advocated participation, with a few 

reservations. Attitudes towards the agreement vary among the other 

parties. The Japan Future Party opposes the TPP, for example, while the 

Your Party supports the project. 

3 The DPJ has expressed interest in a trilateral FTA with China and South Korea, as well as 

in a multilateral East Asia free trade framework. 
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After a landslide victory, Japan's LDP returns to power 

Nuclear 
Power 

Sales Tax 
Islands 

Disputes 
TPP Policy Table 2: 

Stances of the three major 

parties on principal issues Liberal nuclear free maintained at nationalist, antiTPP 

Democratic (though 5 % tough 

Party (LDP) details 

unclear) 

Political outlook 

Reviving the economy will 

be Shinzo Abe's priority. 

International relations are 

likely to shift, with Abe 

seeking to avoid 

antagonising China. 

Relations with other Asian 

nations are also likely to 

develop. 

Democratic nuclear free by raise to 10% by relatively proTPP 

Party of 2030 2015 moderate 

Japan (DPJ) 

Japan ambiguous raise to 11 % nationalist, for 

Restoration position and localised tough participating in 

Party (JRP) (slightly pro talks, but 

nuclear) opposed to 

some aspects 

Shinzo Abe' principal challenge will be to revive Japan's sickly economy, 

pulling the country out of recession and deflation. In his first comments 

after the poll, Abe confirmed that the economy was his top priority, and 

that his 'mission was to turn it around'. 

Regarding international politics, Abe's victory might well raise tensions 

with China: the LDP's campaign tone was decidedly nationalist. The LDP 

leader not only reiterated Tokyo's claim of sovereignty over a group of 

uninhabited islands in the East China Sea ('the Senkaku islands are 

inherently Japanese territory' he repeated after the party's victory, 

referring to the islands known in China as Diaoyu), but pledged to boost 

defence spending to counter Beijing's growing power. Yet Abe has also 

insisted that he has no intention of aggravating relations with China, 

Japan's biggest trading partner4. Abe will also work to improve JapanUS 

relations — which have suffered lately as a result of the DPJ's negative 

view of the US military base on Okinawa — and will pay a visit to the US 

after President Barack Obama's secondterm inauguration. The next 

prime minister also hopes to boost Japan's ties with other Asian nations. 

While the LDP's victory may signal a new era of stability in Japan, the 

political landscape will also be shaped by the results of the upper house 

elections, due to take place next summer. Since 2007, no ruling bloc has 

won an absolute majority in both houses. If the LDP and its coalition 

partner fail to win a majority in 2013, the instability of the past years may 

persist. 

4 China became Japan's top export market in 2009, surpassing the US. Japan is China's 

thirdlargest market, after the EU and the US. 
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JapanEU relations 

European Council President Herman Van Rompuy and European 

Commission President José Manuel Barroso congratulated Shinzo Abe 

on the LDP's decisive victory and reiterated the EU's bond with the 

people and government of Japan. As Tokyo is one of the EU's closest 

partners in Asia, the EU has an interest in a politically stable Japan. 

The two EU leaders added that they look forward to further 

strengthening relations between the two partners, in particular by 

opening negotiations on a deep and comprehensive free trade 

agreement (FTA). 

On 29 November 2012, EU Member States had authorised the European 

Commission to open negotiations on an FTA and, in parallel, a broader 

bilateral framework agreement with Japan. 

Japan is the EU's thirdlargest trading partner, after the US and China, 

absorbing EUR 150 billion annually in Japanese goods and services. At 

the moment, Tokyo appears more open to an EUJapan FTA than does 

the EU; despite Japan's powerful protectionist lobbies, any government 

in Tokyo is likely to support enhancing trade with the EU. Conversely, 

while many EU Member States also support the FTA, a few — particularly 

Italy and France — are hesitant. Yet the FTA would link two trading 

partners jointly responsible for one third of global economic output. 

According to some analysts, the agreement could create 400 000 jobs in 

Europe alone. 
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