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The lack of leadership became a focal issue for Japanese politics especially
in the 1990s as the need for effective crisis management was revealed. For this
reason, one of the major themes of Hashimoto’s ‘administrative reform program
was to reinforce the power of the Cabinet and the Prime Minister. During the
1990s, there were three major pohtical changes which will shape the leadership of

the future prime ministers the 1994 reform of the electoral system reform; the
diet and government reform of 1999 and Hashimoto's administrative reform
efforts which w111 bear fruit in 2001. This paper will analyze the possible impact

of these changes on the institutional and informal power of the Prime Minister.

.The 1994 Electoral Changes .

Political reform became a major issue under the Hosokawa Morihiro
Cabinet (1993-94). One of the major objectives-of reform was to weaken the
power of the political factions. The old “middle-size” electoral system of the lower
house with three to five seats encouraged multiple candidates from the LDP The
competition among candidates from different LDP factions was much ﬁercer than

.with the opposition parties because they shared a similar support base. ~LDP
candidates, therefore, had to rely not on the party organization but on their
factions for financial and other campaign support. This strengthened the power
of factions and weakened the power of the LDP leadership and the Prime Minister.
In addition, the old electoral systeni'was considered to be a cause of political
corruption since LDP factions had actively to seek financial resources in order to

-compete. The new single-seat system was introduced in 1994 ’in order to weaken |
the LDP factions and eliminate factional competition in the general election.

Another major objective of the 1994 reuision was to strengthen voters’
control over the government. Throughout the postwar period, JapaneSe voters
have been so accustomed to single-party dominance by the LDP that they did not
feel that they could choose their government. The 1993-94 political changes

“which brought about the establishment of non-LDP government under Hosokawa
Morihiro and the LDP-Sakigake-Socialist coalition goyernment under Murayama

Tomiichi came about because of the realignment of coalitions amongst the political



parties Voters still did not have direct. control over the parties.  Under the
new electoral law, whlch 1ntroduced smgle seat electoral d1str1cts voters’ |
frustratlon and dlstrust of pohtlcs could be expressed through votes against the
partles _ A

In the ﬁrst general election under the new law in 1996 voters d1d express
the1r d1ssat1sfact10n but their frustration did not affect the actual representation
in the Diet. The LDP received only 38.6 % of total votes in single-seat districts -
Aand 32 7% in proportmnal representatlon districts. But with these votes, the
LDP was st111 able to capture 239 of the 500 lower house seats. (47.8 %), enabling
the party to form a s1ng1e-party m1nor1ty government. In many single-seat
districts too many non-LDP candidates were put forward and anti-LDP votes
were spht among the oppos1tlon part1es such as the New Frontler Party (NFP),
the Democratlc Party, ; the Communlst Party and the Soc1ahst Party ’
Unfortunately, J apanese voters m1ssed the opportumty to demonstrate the power
to choose the government and there was a record low vote turnout. ,' )
- | For the commg electlons it is hkely that some party reahgnments will take
place. It could happen as a result of the reorganization of the oppos1t10n partles
Or as a maJor reahgnment 1nv01v1ng the LDP. Whatever adjustment is made the
number of candldates m each district is hkely to decrease prov1d1ng voters with
optlons between pro- and ant1 status quo. In such a s1tuat10n oppos1t10n
' partles may appeal to the public by clearly stating the1r pohcy dlfferences from
the ruhng party. If voters strongly feel that they can mﬂuence the power of the
government and choose pohcy goals more w1ll go to the polls.

In the 1996 electlon many candldates, espec1a11y those of the LDP and the‘
NFP, ran the1r electlon campalgns in the same manner as under the old mult1 seat
d1strlct system , They contmued to rely on the organlzed votes of many
pohtlcally or1ented groups and did not spend. enough tlme and energy appeahng
to the general public. With a hlgher voter turnout however candidates cannot
contmue the1r tradltlonal way of campa1gn1ng They must appeal to “the sﬂent
maJorlty | :

As many cr1t1cs qulckly pomted out the 1996 electlon was not as pohcy-



oriented as the supporters of poht1ca1 reform hoped 1t would be Therelwere very
few pohcy differences among the maJor p011t1ca1 partles | The electlon was |
however, probably the most party or1ented one for many years In many smgle
seat d1str1cts the cand1dates from the ruhng LDP and the largest oppos1t1on party,\
‘the NFP, fought f1ercely In proportlonal representatlon d1str1cts the NFPﬂ
received 28.2 %, only 4.5 % less than the LDP (32 7 %) , ‘ ‘
Under the more party-oriented elect1on the maJor partles reahzed that the
image of the party leader was important. The LDP, the NFP and the Somahst_
Party chose new party leaders for the electlon The newly created Democratic
Party appomted a popular M1n1ster of Health and Welfare Naoto Kan as co- leader
"of the party rlght before the election. e | |
There are several factors which may strengthen th1s tendency towardsi
party- orlented electlons in the future. Flrst with- fewer partles represented in
the race pohcy dlfferences between part1es w1ll be clearer Second party
headquarters may develop stronger control over the 11st of candldates, espec1ally
in proportlonal representatlon dlstrlcts Th1rd government subs1d1es are g1ven
‘to the party not to 1nd1v1dual p011t1c1ans This will probably g1ve the party.
leadershlp stronger control over electlon campalgns , |
These factors are very likely to contr1bute to stronger party 1eadersh1p
between electlons, and therefore to a more centrahzed power structure w1th1n the
pohtlcal partles If the leader of the ruhng party, or the Pr1me M1n1ster has
,,stronger control over h1s own party, he will have better control over his cabmet |
With a more un1ted cabmet the nat1onal leader can better achleve hlS pohcy goals
as promlsed to the pubhc durmg the electlon If the nat10nal leader falls to.
dehver a pohcy goal which voters de31re he and his party may lose control over
the government under the new electoral system , -
ThlS does not mean that the new electoral change has only a p0s1t1ve
‘1mpact on the LDP leadershlp Although it weakened the LDP factlons it d1d not;
ehmmate them Fact1ons st111 ex1st W1th1n the LDP, and remain de01s1ve for the ;
stablhty of the government and the selectlon of the Prlme M1mster However,

with the new electoral system, LDP candldates, leven powerful mcumbents find



themselves playing a completely d1fferent game. Inorder to win their seats, they
need to get a higher percentage of the total votes. To many candidates, them-
election pressure was muchgreater than ever, and the increased competition for
singlei se‘ats made them more sensitive_ to election pressures than to national
intereSts. " Th1s made them more enthusiastic to please their constituencies and |
client industries than to.support the Prime Minister. This may well be a major

obstacle for_the national leader in the future.
The Diet and ,Government Reform of 1999

In January 1999 the LDP formed a coal1t10n government with Ozawa :
Ichlro s L1bera1 Party As a condltlon to Jo1n the coal1t1on the leeral Party
demanded a set of 1nst1tut1onal changes to strengthen the role of the Cabmet and
pohtlclans and to curb the 1nﬂuence of the bureaucracy One cond1t1on Ozawa
presented was the 1mmed1ate reductlon of the number of cab1net m1n1sters fromi
v 20 to 15 In Ozawas V1ew, a large sized cabmet is very dlfﬁcult to keep un1ted,
and reachmg a unanimous demswn is difficult. And 1t also opened the door for
1ncompetent poht1c1ans to come to power Less prestlglous and Jun1or cab1net‘,
'pos1t10ns such as the d1rector generals of the Okmawa and ‘Hokkaido _
'Development Agenmes, could be consohdated By reducmg the size, Ozawa_
beheved the Cabmet would become more unlﬁed more selective and efficient.
The LDP agreed 1mmed1ately to reduce the number of cabmet posts from 20 to 18:
and to 14 by J anuary 2001 ! | |

In order to further pursue other pohcy arrangements the LDP and the.v
L1beral Party formed prOJect teams between the two partles One of the teams ,
discussed the D1et and government reform plan Ozawa Wanted to abohsh “the-
government comm1s31oner system whlch allowed bureaucratic off1c1als to answer |
quest1ons from the oppos1t1on partles in the Diet. This practice perpetuated the v
dependency of pohtmans on the bureaucracy, and allowed 1ncompetent poht1c1ans ,’
to serve in cablnet pos1t10ns The prOJect team dec1ded on the abol1t1on of the'

government comm1ss1oner system startlng from the 146th D1et sessmn (Fall .



1999). Bureaucrat1c ass1stance would be 11m1ted to the government w1tness
who would answer only hlghly technlcal matters and only upon the request of the
diet commlttee The abol1t1on would force the Prime M1n1ster to select for
'cablnet seats pol1t1c1ans w1th deeper pohcy knowledge and expertlse It the
Cabinet is composed of more knowledgeable and efﬁc1ent poht1c1ans the power :
balance would eventually sh1ft from the bureaucracy the Cabmet | ‘, e ,
Another proposal by Ozawa was the 1ntroduct10n of deputy m1n1sters to ‘
strengthen the pos1t1on of the parhamentary v1ce mmlsters Apart from the
minister the parhamentary vice minister was the only other pol1t1cal position in
‘the bureaucracy Although it was supposed to be the number two pos1t1on in the
m1n1stry, the parhamentary v1ce m1n1ster played a very hmrted role in policy
. maklng, and often was referred to as an appendlx of the mlmstry The actual ,
power rested 1n the hands of the adm1n1strat1ve v1ce m1mster a top bureaucrat of
the m1n1stry In order to increase the government partys control over the
bureaucracy, Ozawa wanted to increase the number of pol1t1c1ans by creatlng
- Jun1or ministers followmg the British model. ,

’  After d1scuss1ons the project. team 1nclud1ng members from both the LDP
and the Liberal Party came to agreement. InJ anuary 2001 the current 24 vice
ministerial positions will be eliminated with the reorgamzatmn of the centralv
government. Instead, a total of 22 deputy m1n1sters and 26 political affa1rs
_officers will be appomted. Deputy ministers are expected to play a more active
and influential role in policy making processes in each ministry. Political affairs
officers are also to assist m1n1sters in order to strengthen pol1t1cal control over the
m1n1str1es Meanwhlle, the number of v1ce m1n1sters or state secretaries” for
the entire central government would be temporarlly 1ncreased from 24 to 32 in fall
- 1999. This step was taken in order to strengthen assistance to ministers in the
‘Diet on the occasion of the abolition of the government commissloner system.

- In add1t1on another major change was introduced further: to 1mprove diet
'operat1ons The pro;;ect team decided to estabhsh the National Bas1c Policy
Committee as a standlng comm1ttee in both houses of the Diet, starting in the

2000 ordinary diet session (January 2000). The committee is to hold ‘weekly



meetings for about 40 minutes throughout the session. At the meeting, the

Prime’ Mlmster and the party leaders of the opposition partles and coalition

partners will debate freely, following the British “question time” system. The

Prlme Mmlster 1s expected to rely less on the notes prepared by the bureaucrats
and more on his own pohcy knowledge and political beliefs. While the Prime
M1n1ster is requlred to attend this Weekly meetings, his attendance at other diet
committees and floor meetmgs will be significantly reduced. This would increase

the spot hght effect on the Prime Mmlster His leadership and ability to convey a

message to the D1et and to the pubhc w111 be come much more 1mportant w1th th1s

change

The above three major changes were 1ntr0duced to the D1et in the Blll to
Enhance D1et Operatlon and Poht1c1an led Pohcy Makmg System. ThlS b111 was”
(passed on July 26 1999 W1th support from the LDP, the Liberal Party, the‘

Democrat1c Party and Komezto The abohtlon of the government commissioner

system w111 force the Pr1me Mmlster to select competent cabinet members, thus

strengthemng the Cabmet ', The introduction of deputy ministers w111
strengthen cablnet control over the bureaucracy The estabhshment of the new
NBP commlttees w1ll requlre the Prime Mlnlsters pohcy 1nvolvement and w1llv

make his stand on 1ssues more transparent These changes should help

strengthen the natlonal leadershlp

Changes under Hashimoto’s Administrative Reforni |

Enhancmg the power of the Prlme Mmlster and Cablnet was one . of the

maJor obJectwes of the Hashlmoto Ryutaro Cabmets admmlstratwe reform

program One of the Admlmstratlve Reform Councﬂ members told the author '
that “Strengthenlng the ‘Cabinet funct1on was a much ‘more 1mportant:

achievement for the Councﬂ than reorgamzmg the m1n1str1es which attracted the

medlas attentlon The administrative reform related bllls were passed on
July 8 1999 The new laws w111 brmg out s1gn1f1cant 1nst1tut10na1 changes to

strengthen the power of the Prime M1n1ster and the Cabmet




The Cabinet Law was revised to improve the policy initiative of the Prime
Minister. While the national leader’s authority at cabinet meetings was not clear
-under the old law, the revised Article 4 clarifies his authority to propose important,
basic policies at such meetings. Technically, under the old law, it was possible for
the Prime Minister to propose a policy as a member of the Cabinet. But cabinet
members, including the Prime Minister rarely took such initiative. ~ The Cabinet
dealt with policy issues which had been discussed and p‘re-vapproved at the vice-
ministerial meeting. This practice strengthened the bottom-np style of Japanese
"government decision-making, and weakened the political initiative of the Prime
Minister. With the revision, institutional arrangements are clearly set for the
national leader to 1n1t1ate pohc1es from the top
The authorlty and functions of the Cabinet Secretarlat w111 be also .
reinforced. The revised Cabmet Law provides it with- the authority to plan and
draft important natronal policies. This was one of the major pomts Wthh the
‘bureaucrats strongly resisted during the deliberations of Hashimoto’s
Administratwe Reform Council. The existing ministries did not want the
Cabinet Secretariat to plan and draft bills in their own jurisdiction. The revised
law allows the Cabinet Secretariat to develop concrete plans under the direction
of the Cabinet and Prime Minister. Theoretically, the Prime Minister and the
'Cabmet now can initiate and proceed with the policy processes 1ndependently
from the relevant ministry. -
The Cabinet Secretariat will be enlarged and the number of assistants
within it will be increased from 3 to 5 they W111 be appomted by the Prime .
Minister. To ass1st the Chief Cabinet Secretary and his three deputles, three
assistant positions were created for special career officers above the bureau chief
level. The revised law also lists the newly created Cabinet Information Officer.
In addition, the Prime Minister also can increase the number of secretaries from
the current number of five by executive order. This expanded body is expected to
strengthen the function of the Cabinet Secretariat as a supporting organ of the
Prime Minister. |

The establishment of the Cabinet Office furt_her strengthened the support



system behind the Pr1me M1n1ster This ofﬁce will ‘be headed by the Prime
M1n1ster and adm1n1stered by the Chief Cabinet Secretary and his deput1es It
' will be located in the Cablnet and therefore ranked higher than other ministries.
Its main task is to as31st the Cabmet and its secretarlat in planning and draftmg : "
pohcy proposals and in coordmatmg other ministries. ,

Th1s new office will be a significant weapon for the Pr1me Mlmster tov
pursue his pohcy objectives in several ways. First, the Pr1me M1n1sters
authorlty as head of the Cabmet Office is very powerful. He can d1rectly control
admlmstratlve affa1rs once the Cabmet Office takes on a policy issue by,, .
coordlnatmg the dlfferent ministries.  Article 7 of the Cabinet Office |
Establishment Law g1ves the Prlme Minister authorlty to direct related

’mmlstrles and the1r officers. It also allows the natlonal leader to order the head
of the relevant m1n1str1es to submit necessary 1nformat10n and to prov1de
| approprlate explanat1ons He can also express his op1n1on to the relevant
m1n1stry Th1s is completely dlfferent from the old 1nst1tut10nal settmg under».
. wh1ch the Pr1me M1n1ster had no legal authority to superv1se m1n1str1es W1thout
f1rst recelvmg Cabmet approval | o o v ’
| : Second the Cablnet Ofﬁce w1ll prov1de s1gn1f1cant admmlstratwe support
for the Prlme M1n1ster as it w1ll merge a large part of the current Prime Minister’s
Ofﬁce W1th the Economlc Plannmg Agency Although the total number of the’
ofﬁcers in the new office is not clear at the time of wr1t1ng, it w1ll have f1ve., '
bureaus and 20 d1v1s1ons accordmg to the Obuch1 government plan? In addition
: to f1ve bureau chlefs and 20 d1v1s10n dlrectors there will be seven bureau-chief-
level and 51 d1rector level officers, and 17 sbmgzkan (ranked between bureau
ch1ef and dlrector) 1n charge of d1fferent pol1cy 1ssues Th1s means that nearly
100 executwe officers w1ll be workmg to ass1st the Pr1me M1n1ster in pohcy areas..
| Th1rd the author1ty of these oﬁﬁcers w1ll be enforced by new. 1nst1tut10nal
arrangements 1n the Natlonal Adm1n1strat1ve Orgamzatlon Law wh1ch was_‘
revised as a part of the adm1n1strat1ve reform b111s of 1999. Artlcle 2 of thev
rev1sed law fac111tates 1nter agency coordination by g1V1ng heads of m1n1str1es and

agencies authority to request -lother ministries to supply ,adm1n1strat1ve'



information and explanations, and provide their opinion. It also requires each
.ministry and agency to coordinate with the Cabinet Office as well as with other
ministries. This gives the Cabinet Office a legal base to coordinate the interests
of different ministries to pursue the Prime Mmister s policy obJectives In
addition, the Cabinet Secretariat is des1gnated to conduct “highest-level and ﬁnal
policy coordination.”* Thus, the new institutional settmgs provide three levels of
policy coordinationi; among ministries, under the guidance of the Cabinet Ofﬁce,
-and finally by the Cabinet Secretariat. o |

How will these new institutional arrangements change the policy process
within the national government" A good and important example will be the
budget process. The traditional budget process was typically a case of bottom-up
decision making. Initial proposals were drafted by veijions divisions_within the
ministries, and gathered together by the ministries” secretariat. Based on the
"government’s economic forecasts, the Ministry of Finance [MOF] calculated
government revenue.and' set the budget spending ceiling. With this‘ ceiling,
MOF examined the initial proposale from the ministries. After this examination,
political pressures were taken into consideration in the negotiation between the
government and the ruling party. Under the old budget process, there was a very
limited role for the Prime Minister and cabinet. | |
' Under the new Cabinet Office, the estabhshment law and ﬁscal and budget
policies are identified as important national issues. The law also authorizes the
Prime Minister to form a Council on Economic and Fiscal 'Policy as an advisory
organ independent from the bureaucracy. The Council will advise the Prime
Minister on macro-economic and fiscal policy iesues.. The new Cabinet Office,
‘which is to assume the functions of the current Economic Planning Agency over
macro-economic policy, will provide administrative assistance to the Council and
the Prime Minister. Based on the recommendation of ‘the Council, the Prime
Minister will initiate the budget process by proposing the total size of the budget
and prioritizing major spending items. According to former Deputy Chief
Cabinet Secretary Ishihara Nobuo, this change will “shift the essential function oi“

budget formation from the MOF to the Cabinet Secretariat.”
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Conclusmn o \ ,

The above changes will create new 1nst1tut10na1 settmgs for the Prime
M1n1ster The 1994 electoral changes would eventually make future elections
more party or1ented .This would contribute to stronger control of the Prlme -
Mlmster over h1s own party, and thus over his cabinet. The 1999 diet and_,
government ‘reform would - increase the power of the Cabmet vis-a-vis the /
bureaucracy The introduction of deputy ministers would increase the Cabmet
control over the bureaucracy, and the abolition of the government commlssmner
system would force the Prime M1n1ster to form a more competent cabmet The .
2001 admmlstratlve reform would prov1de the Pr1me Mlmster with - clear
‘legltlmacy to take stronger pohcy 1n1t1at1ves and empower supportmg organs to B
carry out h1s pohcy obJectlves s B , k ‘

These 1nst1tut10na1 changes w111 make it much easier for the Prlme
M1n1ster to exermse h1s leadershlp However they do not automatmally
guarantee stronger leadershlp That depends on the 1nd1v1dual Prime Minister -
and his ab111ty to take advantage of the new 1nst1tut10na1 arrangements Wlth a;
‘weak power base w1thm the ruhng party, the new electoral rule may end up:
strengthemng the power of the LDP Secretary General and not that of the Prlme«
Mmlster If the Prime Mlnlster cannot re31st fact10na1 _pressure and chooses
1ncompetent cabmet members who are unable to answer quest1ons in the D1et the
result would be chaotlc dehberatlon Whﬂe the new Natlonal Bas1c Pohcy,'
Commlttee 1s a good forum for the nat1onal leader to advertlse hlS policy
ob]ectlves, 1t may reveal that hIS pohcy commltment is superf1c1al Thus, the
Pr1me Mlmster may face severe repercussmns from the pubhc the media, . the
oppos1t10n partles and from bus1ness and the 1nternat10nal commumty W1thout
the Prlme Mlmsters pohcy 1nv01vement and a clear obJectlve, the three level
‘pohcy coord1nat10n system may result 1n a pohcy outcome dlfferent from the .
or1g1nal 1ntent Even with more a favorable 1nst1tut10nal env1ronment the fact
remams that the Prlme M1mster st111 needs to depend on hlS mformal sources of

power to ga1n support w1th1n the government and the ruhng party, and from the_

a



public, the opposition parties and the business community.
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